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Religion /Eastern Religion


“The remarkable stories in Beside Still Waters each share a common theme: the transformative value Buddhist practice can have in the lives of Christians and Jews; and a common conviction: that one can be a member of one religion and be enriched by encountering Buddhist spirituality. This is, I think, the way forward for interfaith dialogue and the enlightening of the planet — the walls of religions become more permeable to the waters of the spirit.”


 — Ken Arnold, author of Night Fishing in Galilee
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If I, as a Christian, may offer a special compliment to Buddhism, it would be that, again and again, Buddhism has made old resources in my tradition mysteriously available for new purposes, and new resources for old purposes. The Buddhist presence in the religious world is far larger than a head-count of Buddhists can reveal. Open Beside Still Waters anywhere. You will not be disappointed.


 — from the foreword by Jack Miles, Pulitzer Prize–winning author of God: A Biography
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“Presented with honesty, intellectual integrity, and humor, the stories in this wonderfully assembled collection will surely encourage those who grapple with divergent perspectives and seek meaning from multiple sources.”


 — Marcia Falk, author of The Book of Blessings: New Jewish Prayers for Daily Life, the Sabbath, and the New Moon Festival


“An essential complement to the literature of interreligious dialogue that should be required reading in universities and seminaries.”


 — The Reverend James Ishmael Ford, author of In This Very Moment


“Intimate, moving, and delightful.”


 — Tom Chetwynd, author of Zen and the Kingdom of Heaven


“This book heralds an important new age in interreligious relations, and more than ever it is needed and welcome.”


 — Brother Wayne Teasdale, author of The Mystic Heart and A Monk in the World.












FOREWORD


JACK MILES


ANY RELIGIOUS TRADITION that over many centuries has attracted followers of widely differing natural temperament and taken root in cultures with different social mores and even different cuisines and climes will have been required in its passage to grow and adjust like an individual human being who has lived long, traveled far, and developed — under different necessities and provocations — different aspects of his personality. When three such traditions meet, they are like three old, sage, perhaps ever so slightly weary travelers settling in on the same cruise ship to exchange tales.


As the ship leaves port and their conversation begins, each is in turn spellbound by the others. What wonders each has seen! And with what quiet eloquence, or burning passion, or gentle wit, or enviable serenity each shares what each has to share! And yet as each listens, looking out to sea, each suppresses the sentence that will be spoken in due course, at the right moment of pause, perhaps as the sun sets. The sentence, of course, is “That reminds me.”


Is it novelty with which each charms the others? Occasionally, yes. Even the oldest, wisest man or woman can still be surprised by a never-guessed human possibility. But it is not usually novelty. Far more often it is a distinctively different and precious experience — that of embers flickering up in a corner of the hearth whence, for many years, no heat has been known to emanate. Or, to stay with the travel metaphor, it is the dim memory of a place visited just once, long ago, and all too briefly. One could have lingered, but one did not. Something else, somebody else seemed so pressing just then. But now, as I sit here listening to you, it all comes back to me. Yes, you bring it all back, and, to tell the truth, I am glad for the reminder.


Though the religious traditions into which we are born are old when we arrive (three hundred years past the French Enlightenment, even Western atheism is an old tradition), we ourselves always begin young within our separate traditions. The language we use to describe the process by which we then grow into maturity (if we do) varies, but rarely is the claim heard that the run of good men and good women begin at their destination. It is all but universally conceded that for everyone there is always some distance to traverse and that the crossing is likely to be arduous.


And what of the resources for this journey? When the cruise is over for the three who meet on board, their separate journeys will continue. In all likelihood, no one of them will depart with much new baggage. Each will seem to travel on with more or less the original baggage. But inside that baggage, or inside that old treasure chest, if you will, there will have been a rearrangement. Old resources in there will be mysteriously available for new purposes, and new resources for old purposes. If I, as a Christian, may offer a special compliment to Buddhism in this foreword, it would be that, again and again, this is what Buddhism has done. The Buddhist presence in the religious world is far larger than a head-count of Buddhists can reveal.


We live in an era in which the experience of fidelity to native tradition often calls for a kind of conversion, an era in which what is conventionally called conversion often feels to the convert like the very opposite of apostasy. But these are the limit experiences. Short of each extreme, there is more commonly the complex, endlessly rewarding, and deeply fascinating process of selective approach and avoidance, anger and embrace, exploration, acceptance and repudiation within the confines — almost always less confining than they first seem — of a given tradition. This is the process that with intellectual acumen, humor, intelligence, and often with great beauty is on display in this book.


I was going to end this little foreword by writing, “In its quiet way, this book will remain a landmark,” but that sentence in its ponderous conventionality seemed so unlike the sort of sentence one reads here. “Hey, Miles,” I hear one of the contributors object, “have you ever met a noisy landmark?” Take that as a hint, dear reader. Open anywhere. You will not be disappointed.


Jack Miles


The Getty Center


Winter 2003
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INTRODUCTION


Beside Still Waters is a deeply personal book. We have gathered here the voices of fourteen Jews and Christians who describe their profound encounters with Buddhist teachings and practice. Although these writers have been involved with Buddhism at a deep level over a significant period of time, they are firmly anchored in their own traditions of origin. Faithful Jews and Christians, many are authors of articles or books on Buddhism, teachers of Buddhist meditation practice, or participants in dialogue with Buddhism.


Knowing that people who engage publicly in such interreligious activities tend to be religious seekers on the personal level as well, we wanted to hear their stories. We asked them to write candidly about what led them to become open to Buddhism, about how this involvement with two religious traditions has played out in their lives. In the end, we were humbled by the generosity and honesty with which these fourteen people shared their experiences — and we were taken by surprise at the rich resonance between accounts by individuals who on the surface are quite different from one another.


In addition to these fourteen, we have invited prominent representatives of the Jewish, Christian, and Buddhist traditions, as well as a sociologist of religion, to read these accounts and to offer their distinct perspectives on the modern phenomenon of the meeting of Judaism and Christianity with the Way of the Buddha.


The three editors — Harold Kasimow, a committed Jew, and Linda Klepinger Keenan and John Keenan, committed Christians — also have histories with Buddhism. By coincidence, and although they did not know it at the time, in 1968 Harold and John were enrolled in the same class in Temple University’s well-known Department of Religion — the first such department to offer courses in the various religious traditions taught in each instance by a follower of that tradition and presented in its own terms and from its own perspective. In taking that course, John and Harold were stretching themselves to learn about and better understand other religions, while both remained very much immersed in their own religious traditions. Harold was engrossed in dialogue and study with his mentor, the well-known Jewish thinker Abraham Joshua Heschel, on whose work he was writing a doctoral dissertation. John was a young Roman Catholic curate in the Archdiocese of Philadelphia, actively struggling with John Cardinal Krol — his mentor and nemesis — over the implementation of Vatican II reforms in the South Philadelphia parish of St. Thomas Aquinas.


After completing his studies at Temple University in 1972, Harold Kasimow went on to teach comparative religion at Grinnell College in Iowa. A Holocaust survivor, he has been active in interreligious dialogue with Christians, Muslims, and Buddhists. Meeting with Buddhists led him to the practice of Zen meditation in the U.S. and Japan. John Keenan left the Roman Catholic priesthood in 1969, and after graduate study in Buddhism at the University of Wisconsin–Madison and two years as a research fellow at the Nanzan Institute for Religion and Culture in Nagoya, Japan, he has taught Asian religions to undergraduates at Middlebury College, served as an Episcopal priest in several Vermont parishes, and applied Mahayana Buddhist philosophy to the writing of Christian theology.


Linda Keenan’s first encounter with Buddhism came with a sudden plunge into the life of the Hatanaka family in Kagoshima, Japan, in the summer of 1963. Two years at Grinnell College had already undermined the surety of her Iowa Methodist upbringing. Two months as an exchange student in Japan raised even more questions: “My Buddhist host parents place offerings of food on their home altar and light incense and sound a gong as they bow before it. It looks strange to me, but how could they be any more loving or more wonderful human beings if they were Christian?” and “What is this overpowering sense of the holy that I know with my entire being as I look into the faces of row upon row of bodhisattva images in Kyoto’s Sanjusangendo Temple?” Many years of Japanese language and culture study later, Linda has done research on legends about quasi-Buddhist mountain holy man En no Gyoja, been wife and editor to Buddhologist/Christian theologian John Keenan, and participated in a variety of projects, meetings, and practices that overlap the Buddhist-Christian boundary.


The three of us feel very fortunate that our karma (past history) has led us into contact with Buddhism, and with one another, and we are immensely grateful to the many mentors, friends, and teachers in the Buddhist worlds of the United States and Japan who have gifted us with their wisdom and friendship.


Our encounters with such Buddhists and with members of many other religious traditions have convinced us that openness to the teachings and practices of the various traditions enables one to cultivate respect and esteem for persons and groups one might otherwise dismiss as alien. We are convinced that open-hearted, respectful interfaith encounter can contribute to solving some of the major challenges that confront our world. And, as the writers in this volume demonstrate so well, we and our traditions have great riches to gain by opening ourselves to the “other.” And one part of that gain is renewed appreciation for the riches of our own traditions of origin.


In the words of Orthodox Rabbi Irving Greenberg:


The Dalai Lama taught us a lot about Buddhism, even more about menschlichkeit [humanness], and most of all about Judaism. As all true dialogue accomplishes, the encounter with the Dalai Lama opened to us the other faith’s integrity. Equally valuable, the encounter reminded us of neglected aspects of ourselves, of elements in Judaism that are overlooked until they are reflected back to us in the mirror of the Other.1


In a parallel vein, Oxford professor of divinity Maurice Wiles remarks upon the advantages to Christian theology of learning from other religious traditions:


What happened in… the history of Christianity’s earlier relation with another religious tradition, the philosophico-religious Platonism of the early centuries of the Christian era… was the emergence of Platonic forms of Christian theology, in which the insights of a religious Platonism played a coordinating role in ordering the insights of Christian history and Christian symbolism. We might look forward in a similar way to the emergence of Islamic or Buddhistic forms of Christian theology. These would take insights emerging from the dialogue with the other religions and use them in a similar way to provide a new ordering of Christian resources. They would stand as particular forms of Christian theology alongside others, but would also have implications for those other theologies, sometimes calling for the bringing to the fore of relatively submerged elements within them and at other times calling for the correction of old beliefs now seen to be no longer worthy of assent.2


Clearly, there is a wealth of new understanding to be gleaned from deep and serious encounter with other faiths.


We are saddened, then, when we hear some religious leaders not only dispense with the need for interfaith dialogue but actually admonish that any interaction with other religions is dangerous, even harmful to the practice of one’s own faith. Without openness and interchange between the traditions, we are each and every one impoverished — our understanding limited by the filters of our particular monocultural faith and insulated from outside influences — while we cling to the nostalgic surety of the familiar.


The accounts in this volume move in an interfaith context to practice an ancient art — religious thinking and reflection on faith. They witness to the depth and beauty of the path of the Awakened Buddha and show how that path can awaken in us a love for and recommitment to the faith of our own ancestors in this present world.


Buddhism has not, as some fearful and worried souls have warned, led these individuals to some New Age jumble or shallow mix of half-baked ideas. Rather, it has deepened their commitment to old and loved traditions. It has enabled them to draw upon paths that are ancient and profound, paths that are able to transform deluded consciousness and lead it quietly and gracefully to abide by the still waters of insight and understanding.


Harold Kasimow, Grinnell, Iowa


John P. Keenan and Linda K. Keenan, Steep Falls, Maine


Spring 2003









PART ONE:


Jewish Voices
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IT’S A NO-KARMA EVENT


SYLVIA BOORSTEIN


IT WAS A SUNDAY AFTERNOON IN 1993, at the last session of a five-day conference where seventy or so Western Buddhist teachers had discussed a wide range of topics related to teaching Buddhism and Buddhist meditation in America. The final question we were all asked to respond to — each of us, going around in turn in a circle, in not more than one minute per response — was “What do you, personally, want to say about your own experience as a practitioner? What has your practice done for you?”


I was seated halfway around the circle from where it began, so I had some time to wonder, and maybe even worry, about what I would say, but the man sitting just to my right set me up for a response like a volleyball shot. I couldn’t not hit it. He said, “I feel so grateful for my meditation practice, and for the Dharma, the Buddha’s teachings. I love my work as director of a Buddhist peace organization. I consider myself so lucky. I often think, ‘I started out a nice Jewish boy from Brooklyn, and here I am now.… ’”Then I said, “I also am very grateful for my meditation practice. And for the Dharma. It changed my life. I also consider myself lucky. And I also started out a nice Jewish girl from Brooklyn, and I still am one.”


I had imagined my “confession” would be noticed. No one had ever, in all of my practice years, suggested that I would need to repudiate Judaism in order to continue serious practice, or even to become a teacher, but I thought I might be challenged about whether I was a “real” enough Buddhist teacher. Perhaps my concern came from so often hearing my Buddhist friends contrasting what they remembered as the unsatisfactory religious education of their childhood to their adult Buddhist meditation practice, saying things like “Dharma makes sense!” Perhaps I thought I’d be called upon to prove that being a Jew made sense.


The next day I phoned my friend and teacher Rabbi Zalman Schachter-Shalomi and told him the story of my “coming out.” I said, “The surprise was that no one said anything at all. It seemed singularly non-noteworthy.” He replied, “That’s because you are clear about who you are. That made it a no-karma event. It left no trace.”


It’s not true that over the years of my teaching there have never been any questions about the “two religions” issue. Mostly they are questions from new students. “How can you be both a Jew and a Buddhist?” “Do you pray?” “To whom do you pray?” “In what language?” “Do you believe in God?” “If you recite Buddhist Refuges doesn’t that automatically make you a Buddhist?” “Do you bow to images of the Buddha?” Since I am more comfortable now than I was ten years ago about who I am and what I do, the questions seem reasonable — the reflections of normal curiosity and sometimes of concern (Is this syncretism?) — and I don’t mind giving direct answers. I will do so, in this chapter, later on. But I’d like to tell my story first, because I think it’s more important. It’s the story that answers the questions that were asked on that long-ago Sunday afternoon: “What has been your experience with practice? What has it done for you?”
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Here is my story: I was born in 1936. I grew up in Brooklyn, New York, in a traditionally observant Jewish three-generation household. My parents — college-educated, politically liberal, passionate Zionists — attended synagogue services only on special holidays but respected the kashrut (Jewish dietary laws) of my grandmother, who lived with us and who did the cooking. I was an only child and only grandchild. My parents enrolled me in an everyday-after-school folkschule, where I learned to read and write Yiddish (which we spoke interchangeably with English at home) and sang songs in Yiddish and in Hebrew — courageous songs of partisans in the Warsaw ghetto and patriotic songs of Zionist pioneers in Palestine. I also went to a Zionist summer camp. I loved the folkschule. I loved the summers at camp. I still remember the words of the songs we sang.


I also went regularly with my parents to the Chinese restaurant in our neighborhood where we all ate Lobster Cantonese. Lobster isn’t kosher, but it didn’t seem like a big deal. And my mother lit candles every Friday evening. The family Seder (Passover meal) was always at our house. We changed all the dishes for Passover, the whole family helping to wrap the regular dishes in newspaper and unwrap the Pesach plates (special dishes used only for that eight-day period). Then my father rolled the barrel of wrapped plates down the stairs and into the garage. I spent every Saturday morning with my grandmother at the East Third Street Shul (synagogue), and I loved that too. I had, throughout my childhood and adolescence, an intermittent (and secret) prayer life, but I didn’t think of it as an expression of my Judaism. It was an expression of me. Being a Jew was something I just was, part of a clan. My parents liked the clan, and I did too.


I grew up. I went to college. I married a man from a nominally more observant, intellectually less liberal family, and we moved together to Kansas, where we joined a synagogue (because joining a new congregation was like getting a new dentist — something you just did when you moved to a new town), abandoned (with practically no discussion) our kashrut practice, and without a second thought took jobs that required that we work on Saturdays. And we both taught Sunday school in our new congregation every week.


Twenty years later, in 1977, I attended my first mindfulness retreat. By that time, I’d been living in California for fifteen years, and I had four children, a doctorate in psychology, and a full-time psychotherapy practice. I’d been very active in peace organizations during the 1960s, and had anyone asked then about my “spiritual path” I might have described it as social action… if I had understood the question. I was a member of the local Reform congregation, but my membership was, again, something I did because I lived in the community. I somehow always remembered when it was Friday, and I always lit Sabbath candles, but religion was not central to my life.


In the 1970s, my friends began to talk about “altered states of consciousness” and “the mind/body connection” and “spirituality.” Herbert Benson had written The Relaxation Response about Transcendental Meditation (T.M.); the Beatles had become followers of the Maharishi Mahesh Yogi; and Richard Alpert left his teaching position at Harvard, took on the name Baba Ram Dass given to him by his guru in India, and wrote Be Here Now, which became a counterculture bestseller. Meditation was in.


Benson, in his book, had minimized the religious roots of T.M. and had emphasized the health benefits — such as lowered blood pressure and stress-reduction — of meditation. Ram Dass talked about freedom, liberation, Enlightenment. And there was the promise of special “powers” that came from meditating — E.S.P. (extra-sensory perception), telekinesis (being able to physically move items just by thinking about them), miracle cures. There were conferences — I attended several — at which presenters did amazing things like starting stopped watches, bending spoons by willing it to happen, and sticking pins, even large pins, into and sometimes through their arms to show that they felt no pain. The conferences were called “The Mind Can Do Anything” conferences. Those were heady times. We were excited about what seemed like an amazing breakthrough in consciousness.


I went on my first mindfulness retreat because my husband, returning from his own first retreat experience, told me, “This is great, Syl. You’ll love it.” I did not want special powers. My blood pressure was fine. I wasn’t looking for a new religion. I was anxious, however, experiencing an intensification of my lifelong habit of fear — a condition I imagined was related to my increasing awareness, as my children began to grow into their adult lives, of how fast life moves along and how fragile and tenuous were all of my connections to everything I loved. I was also feeling depressed and more or less resigned to the fact that I would live out my life navigating between bouts of morbid anxiety and my dependence upon wonderful things happening between those bouts to sustain me. I didn’t imagine I could be any different.


Little did I know. Two things happened at that first fourteen-day retreat that I think committed me to a life of mindfulness meditation practice. The first was listening to my teachers talk about Dharma, what the Buddha taught. It was a great relief to me to hear, presented as the main subject for consideration, the fact that life is difficult. By its very nature. That one of the chief difficulties is its fragility. That it is true — just as I had been thinking, and lamenting — that all of the connections on which my happiness is based are temporal, tenuous, subject to change. And it certainly felt true, as part of my experience, that struggling to have things be different from how they are was the cause of my suffering. I’d known that before, but the idea that I might change my habit of struggling — that was new. Here were teachers who said that practicing mindfulness — paying attention, continuously and calmly — could change habits of mind. They promised that mindfulness — seeing things clearly, in the moment, without struggle — would establish peace of mind, the end of suffering. Although at the time I didn’t understandhow the instructions for meditation related to seeing everything clearly, and I had a headache for most of the two weeks I was on that retreat, I felt hopeful.


The second important event of that retreat happened on the last night, after we had ended retreat silence, when I phoned my husband in California to confirm my travel plans for the next day. In the course of the conversation he needed to tell me that my father, then only sixty-five years old and in otherwise fine health, had been diagnosed with an incurable cancer. I loved my father a lot. He lived near us. I spent time with him almost every day. I felt terribly sad when I heard the news. But I did not feel demolished. I had not thought, prior to that moment, that the two weeks of meditating had “done anything” for me. Mostly I’d been sleepy, or confused, or my body had hurt. I’d hung in from 5:30 in the morning until 10:00 at night, steadfastly moving my body through the alternating rounds of sitting and walking meditation that made up a continuous schedule interrupted only by meals. I’d persevered, encouraged by the message of the teachings, and also because I am by nature diligent at whatever I set about doing. I realized, in the moment of that phone call, that not feeling demolished by alarming news was a new experience for me, and that the thought “I am so sad, but somehow we’ll manage” was a new thought. I did not, in that moment, say, “I am beginning, right now, a life of practice.” But I did.
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Two big changes have happened to me over the years of my mindfulness practice. The first is that my habit of worrying has been very much diminished. It’s not altogether gone; I think it is too much a part of my biology to disappear completely. But it’s mostly gone. Enough gone to be a great relief. And, when the habit starts, I recognize it as a habit. I’m less likely to take it seriously. And I’m reasonably compassionate with myself in my suffering. Paying attention, mindfulness, at least attenuates habits, and it certainly changes responses to habits.


Also, I’m happier. I’m happier in part, I suppose, because I’m less stressed. I’m also happier — and I’m sure this is from paying attention — because life itself looks more interesting to me. I notice, quite apart from the idiosyncratic ways in which my particular life unfolds, the ways in which life is continually unfolding, and I keep being amazed.


I think of my own calmer nervous system and happier mood as generic benefits of mindfulness. It happens to most dedicated practitioners. (For those people whose principal hindrance might not be worrying but instead perhaps anger or lust, for example, those habits lessen for them.) The second big change was the arising in me — quite spontaneously and without my wishing it — of an impulse to begin religious practice as a Jew. This happened incrementally, over time.


I noticed, to begin with, that I was saying blessings. It started with blessings of thanksgiving for the experience of a genuinely peaceful mind. Then I discovered that I was saying a blessing of thanksgiving for having awakened again each morning. And blessings of gratitude as I began to eat. They were blessings that I remembered from my childhood but had not said in many, many years. Then I noticed that I was remembering both my parents daily, by saying the Kaddish prayer for each. Had I been following traditional observance at the time, this is something I would have done in the year following each of their deaths. On retreat, I began to recite from memory liturgy that I recalled from my childhood, or perhaps from my inconsistent synagogue attendance as an adult. This reciting pleased me and also settled my mind. I realized that the very saying of prayers, in a dedicated way, was a concentration practice, and the fact that I liked what I was saying made it all the better.


Then, for some period of years, my meditation practice, especially on retreat, was characterized by unusual, and often strong, energy sensations in my body. I’d feel filled with light, as if light were radiating from me, and I would think: And God said, “Let there be light!” Or I would feel my ability to think dissolving, “washed away” in a torrent of energy, and afterward as I remembered the experience, I would think: That was the Flood. As different energy states came and went, and as I realized that my spontaneous way of labeling them was with captions for scripture stories, I began to imagine that I was having the same energetic experiences that serious meditators everywhere have, and that the people who wrote the scripture stories had been people like me, long ago, sitting alone, meditating, and creating a narrative that people could relate to, to communicate their experience. I thought, Taoists who had this experience I am having of being divided down the middle probably imagined the yin/yang interplay of dark and light, form and inverse form. If I were a Taoist, I would be thinking that these experiences I am having are yin/yang images. I am remembering the Adam and Eve story because I am a Jew.


I began, over the next several years, to read scripture, now as an adult. By and by, I synchronized myself with what I knew was the parshah (weekly Torah reading), and sometime later I joined a Conservative congregation, the nearest one to my home, where I now attend services regularly. I became, once again, kashrut observant. It just all happened. Really, it came from being mindful, from paying attention to what I needed to do next, to what felt meaningful.


So, the answers to the questions:


•It isn’t, for me, aboutbeing a Jew or a Buddhist, or a Jew and a Buddhist. It’s about being a person paying attention to what works for me to keep my mind and heart peaceful, my life meaningful.


•I do pray.


•I generally do not think about a “to whom” when I pray. Prayer, when it is happening, is what my heart feels like doing. And, when I do feel that my prayers are directed, it is the connection that feels good to me, and I don’t think about “to whom.”


•My communal, liturgical life is primarily in Hebrew. I understand what I am saying. I don’t speak Hebrew well, though, so English is the language of my spontaneous prayer life. Saying metta, prayers for the well-being of all beings, is part of Buddhist practice. I have a practice of saying metta prayers. I say them in English.


•I trust that it is a lawful cosmos and that the inherent nature of the human heart is goodness. I think of the noblest capacities of human beings as God-given attributes.


•I think of the formal Refuges (“I take refuge in the Buddha; I take refuge in the Dharma; I take refuge in the Sangha”), which I teach as a Buddhist teacher, as being that tradition’s way of reaffirming the ability of human beings to live compassionate, caring, peaceful, happy lives. I am happy to honor that tradition.


•I do not have a bowing practice.


Every year in February, I teach — along with several of my Buddhist teaching colleagues — a month-long mindfulness retreat at Spirit Rock Meditation Center in Woodacre, California. Each of the teachers takes one day a week away from the center. I leave on Friday afternoon and come back on Sunday morning. Last February, one of the retreat managers tacked a neatly folded note for me on the message board: “Congregation Beth Ami called. They just wanted to be sure you remember you’re reading Torah this Saturday. And, do you know which chapters?” I laughed when I read this and thought, “This is a completely no-karma event!”









FROM JUBU TO OJ


NATHAN KATZ


WHEN I THINK BACK on my spiritual peregrinations from shul to ashram and back, my thoughts turn to my childhood in Camden, New Jersey, during the 1950s. Perhaps more than I’d care to admit, my spiritual taste and affinities have their roots in the neighborhood and synagogues there.


My family was traditional. We usually attended the large Conservative synagogue a block from home on Park Boulevard, which was then a relatively fashionable street. As a youngster, I was a regular most Shabbat mornings at the synagogue’s junior congregation, although some of the time I remember sitting beside my parents in the main sanctuary. I was enamored of the rabbi, a handsome and eloquent man, and for some years I wanted to emulate him in the rabbinate. I enjoyed praying and led the services in the junior congregation. And I was fascinated by the Aron Hakodesh, the Holy Ark where Torah scrolls were kept. I fancied that I saw light emerging from behind its wooden doors. There were even moments in the beautiful main sanctuary when the choir and the open Ark seemed to produce a blaze of light and an elevated feeling. These experiences were so strong that as I matured I continually sought to recreate them.


My maternal grandparents, who lived behind a storefront on the commercial street a few blocks away, were Orthodox. My grandfather was especially influential for me. Sometimes I met him at the Orthodox shul that was two blocks beyond the Conservative synagogue on Park Boulevard. I have fond memories of playing under my grandfather’s tallith (prayer shawl) and of a sense of mystery as I strained for a peek at my grandmother behind the mehitzah (the barrier between men’s and women’s sections of an Orthodox synagogue). I also remember an occasional family simha (joyous celebration) at a small shul on Liberty Street, just a few doors from an uncle’s junkyard. If memory serves me, that little shul looked rather like the shteibl (small storefront shul) where I davven (pray) and learn now.


In those days, there wasn’t so much difference between Orthodox and Conservative Judaism. Everyone kept kosher after a fashion, and no one drove on Shabbat. The chief differences were that in Conservative synagogues, families sat together and the clean-shaven rabbi spoke in English. While I admired the Conservative rabbi’s eloquence, I was struck by the passion of the Orthodox rabbi’s talks in Yiddish, even though I understood only a little. Both synagogues felt cozy, or hamische (homey), as we’d say. I especially loved standing in front of the Conservative synagogue after Shabbat services, exchanging greetings both with our fellow congregants and those from the Orthodox shul who strolled by.


The neighborhood was also cozy. My uncle was the kosher butcher, and on the same commercial street was a kosher bakery run by my mother’s uncle, another uncle’s appliance repair business, and my father’s neon sign shop. A couple of blocks beyond was another uncle’s propane gas business. There was a neighborhood movie theater, toy store, men’s shop, paint store, and so on. We knew all the merchants, who lived in the same neighborhood. So did the postman, my schoolteachers, the florist. It was a self-contained world. After school, I would visit my grandparents, or an aunt, or some of my school pals. My world felt safe with so many familiar adults and friends around. I now realize that the first half of my adult life was an attempt to recover both the spirituality of my childhood shuls and the closeness of my neighborhood. I managed to do so, but that is the end of my story and we’re just getting started.


Then came the 1960s, with the breakdown of community and its restraints. My personal teenage rebelliousness coincided with a culture of rebelliousness, just at a moment when the restraints of a traditional community unraveled. As African Americans moved into the Parkside section of Camden, Jews began moving to the suburbs, the infamous “white flight.” My family, comfortable in our changing neighborhood and with no special animus toward blacks, resisted the change.


Conservative synagogues anticipated the demographic shift, and in 1950 the movement issued a landmark teshuvah (halakhic ruling) permitting Conservative Jews to drive to and from synagogue on Shabbat and holy days. Better to remove the prohibition against driving and have people attend synagogue, it was reasoned, than to hold fast to Halakhah (Judaic law) and risk near-empty synagogues. Jews who spread out to the suburbs, miles from synagogues, received rabbinical approval. So, while the synagogues may have remained reasonably full, traditional Jewish neighborhoods broke down. Now there was no neighbor to scold a rowdy child or to keep a watchful eye on her. Now it was no longer possible to stroll to the commercial street; instead, one drove to the shopping center where the shopkeepers and shoppers were anonymous. This was the dawning of the age of alienation, a precursor to Aquarius.


My family stayed in Camden until I graduated from high school. When I went off to college, my parents sold the house and bought a condo — a one-bedroom one at that! I was on my own: new friends, new intellectual vistas, no neighbors’ watchful eyes. While I embraced my freedom and all the trouble I could find, I was already becoming nostalgic for what was no more. Instead of a hearty “Gut Shabbos” to neighbors clad in fedoras and stoles, now ersatz-community was conjured by a peace sign flashed to fellow long-hairs in paisley shirts and love beads. I sought to recapture that light blazing from the Aron Hakodesh with mescaline and LSD.


My mother used to tell this story: When I was five years old, I solemnly announced to the family that I intended to go to India at my first opportunity. I don’t recall what prompted this outbreak of nevu’ah (prophecy), whether it was something I had read or a travelogue I had seen, but I lived up to it. Between my junior and senior years at Temple University in 1969, I took off for India and Nepal. Perhaps some college courses kindled my interest in Eastern religions, perhaps I wanted to sample inexpensive hashish, or perhaps I was just being adventurous. Probably a bit of each motive was involved, and I spent my twenty-first birthday in Kathmandu. Predictably, I got sick and came home to Philadelphia after a few months — but not before some powerful and eerie experiences made me decide to explore Eastern traditions of meditation, Jungian psychology, and mystical philosophy. After nearly a decade of reading and reflecting, I wrote an academic article that was rooted in these experiences. It’s one of the best essays I have ever written, and it has been translated and republished several times.


In those days, gurus and rock bands passed through Philadelphia on a regular basis. Not only did I hear the Grateful Dead, Jefferson Airplane, and Mothers of Invention, I also learned meditation from Kirpal Singh, Yogi Bhajan, Swami Bhaktivedanta, Pir Vilayat Khan, Rabbi Shlomo Carlebach, and Philip Kapleau Roshi. I especially relished learning Zen meditation from a Korean monk who was a visiting professor at Temple. At the same time, I embarked on a Jungian analysis. I learned to cast astrological charts and consult the I Ching, I read Gurdjieff, practiced yoga, and embraced Ram Dass. The Tibetan Book of the Dead awed me and I vowed to read it in the original someday, which I have done. Writing this in 2001, I look on my 1960s self like a cliché — but I was serious, at least about rediscovering the light that had shone from my childhood Ark.


After I graduated, I set off again for Asia. I booked passage on a Yugo­slav freighter for Morocco, where I bought a 1958 VW microbus and made the great overland trek. I was extremely fortunate to land a job with the United States Information Service in Afghanistan, where I spent nearly two years. While working there, I audited Islamic law courses at Kabul University (my Dari was rather good at the time). I also sought out Sufis and learned dhikr (an energetic, mantra-like meditation). At the same time, I sporadically attended the synagogue on “Chicken Street,” just across from the Saudi embassy.


While living in Kabul in 1972, one Monday morning I received a telephone call with the news that my father had died. I heard myself yelling into the telephone that I would somehow manage to get back by Friday, and that my family should schedule the funeral before Shabbat, as Halakhah requires. When I hung up the phone, my grief was mixed with surprise that at this crucial moment, my thoughts were about Halakhah. It was the last thing I would have expected.


As a “local-hire” foreigner in Afghanistan, I found myself on the edges of the diplomatic world, a world I didn’t like at all. But my love of Asia deepened, so I saved money and spent the next year in India, as an itinerant, unofficial student of Tibetan and Sanskrit. I met many of Tibet’s great lamas, including the Dalai Lama, and I began to read texts with some of them. In such traditions, to “read” a text is often to practice it as a sadhana. One of the most compelling practices of this type that I learned was “visualization” meditation, wherein an aspect of the enlightened mind is concretely symbolized and mentally drawn in vivid color and detail. Once the meditator is able to concentrate on this mental image, it is put into motion, emitting mantras and blessings. Dissolving the image into shunyata, emptiness, completes the visualization. This is said to be a very difficult technique to master, but I took to it and enjoyed the practice immensely.


While working on Sanskrit in Varanasi, India, in 1973, I heard a wonder­ful story about the late T.R.V. Murti, head of the philosophy department at Benares Hindu University and one of India’s greatest twentieth-century philosophers. Professor Murti’s seminars on the nondualistic, mystical tradition known as Advaita Vedanta were the stuff legends are made of. To study these gorgeous texts with such a master is to immerse oneself in the purest of mystical systems. Inspired, one of his graduate students, a Canadian Christian, declared his intention to convert to Hinduism. Surprisingly, Professor Murti became angry. “If you think you should convert,” he told the amazed and crestfallen student, “then you insult both your religion and Hinduism. You obviously have learned nothing from me.” So saying, he dismissed the miserable student and never spoke to him again.


Professor Murti’s words haunted me. In traditional Tibet, to study a text is to adopt it, to be initiated, and I had done just that several times. While I thought I had been pursuing noble goals, I began to wonder whether my quest was in some deeper sense an insult. The thought disturbed me, and I could not dismiss it.


I returned to Temple University for graduate school, concentrating on Buddhism but taking seminars in Hinduism, Islam, Judaism, and other traditions as well. One semester I learned the Tanya, the foundational text of Habad Hasidism, from Professor Zalman Schachter, the charismatic Kabbalist. So there I was, reading Nagarjuna in Sanskrit in the morning and Schneur Zalman in Hebrew in the afternoon. Now, this was my idea of a good time!


After completing coursework, I won a Fulbright fellowship for dissertation research in Sri Lanka. I was busy studying Pali and reading texts, interspersed with an occasional Vipassana (insight meditation) retreat. When I was confronted with a particularly thorny problem of exegesis, I went to see the island’s most erudite monk, the Venerable Nyanaponika Mahathera. He lived near the traditional capital of Kandy in a small, wooded hermitage replete with scores of monkeys. I was struck by how pale skinned the aged monk looked, and I was most surprised to learn he was a German Jew who had come to India in the 1930s to escape Hitler. While incarcerated at Dehra Dun as an “enemy alien” by the British, he and a group of Jewish spiritual-seeking internees had turned their prison into an ashram, studying and debating northern versus southern Buddhism, and Hinduism versus Buddhism. Each of the internees (who will remain anonymous) went on to eminent positions, either within the academic or the Buddhist life. Nyanaponika taught me about Buddhist philosophy, and I admired his spiritual stature. But I also felt pangs.


As my dissertation dealt with images from the Pali, Sanskrit, and Tibetan textual traditions, later that year I spent some months in Dharamsala, seat of the Tibetan government-in-exile and home to the finest Tibetan library in the world. As I was reading texts about the bodhisattva (compassionate enlightenment hero) with a lama, an adjunct to my reading was practicing bodhisattva meditations. I was especially taken with the practice known as “exchanging self for others,” where one gives up one’s happiness on the out-breath and assumes the sufferings of others on the in-breath. Reflecting on this practice as I strolled along Upper Dharamsala’s market street, I passed the offices of the Tibetan Youth Congress. A fresh banner hung over the door: “Next Year in Lhasa.” More pangs.


Returning to Philadelphia in 1978, I wrote my dissertation and was offered a position teaching Buddhist Studies at Naropa Institute (now Naropa University), a Buddhist college in Boulder, Colorado. At just that time, I was developing strong attachments in Philadelphia. For one thing, I had just met the woman who was to become my wife and life partner. For another, I was learning with Reb Zalman. So I asked Zalman what I should do, and he told me to go out to Boulder. “It will be good for your meditation,” he said.


The founder and president of Naropa was the Venerable Chögyam Trungpa Rinpoche, a controversial lama who many believed was touched by both genius and madness. I jumped at the chance to join Trungpa’s circle of students and translators. In a one-on-one interview, he admonished me to observe Shabbat. That should be a meditation practice for me, he counseled. It began to sink in, finally, that this world was not what I had anticipated. Here was my rebbe telling me to do more Buddhist meditation, and here was my lama telling me to keep Shabbat. Who could imagine?


Later that year, I received a job offer from a prestigious New England liberal arts college. It was an offer I couldn’t refuse. This was my dream, teaching Buddhism and Hinduism in eighteenth-century buildings nestled in bucolic, maple-tree-covered hills. But early in my first semester, my dream was shaken. “Katz is a Jewish name,” my new and intimidating chairman told me. “We’d like you to teach Modern Jewish Thought. Can you handle it?” The words “Of course, sir,” were out of my mouth before I had even a moment’s reflection. At that point in my life, that would have been my response to anything my chairman asked of me. (Funny, but now that I am a chair I don’t seem to inspire such fear in the assistant professors in my department.)


We agreed that I would teach Modern Jewish Thought during the fall semester of my second year. So while I taught Chandrakirti and Shanka­ra­charya by day, I read Heschel and Soloveitchik by night, readying myself for the next fall. The irony is that I loved what I was reading. For the first time, I read seriously about the Holocaust and Zionism. The stories of Isaac Bashevis Singer enthralled me. Elie Wiesel inspired me. I loved teaching that course as much as I have loved teaching anything, and I even became something of a role model for alienated, politically active Jewish students at that very WASPish school. The next year, the faculty Hillel advisor went on leave, and I was asked to fill in for him. So there I was, advisor to the Jewish Student Association and at the same time advisor to the Buddhist Meditation Society.


When we decided to marry, my wife-to-be and I concurred that Reb Zalman and only Reb Zalman should do the wedding. We made fitful attempts to make connections at a rundown, sparsely attended synagogue in the next town. But the most defining moment during those years came shortly after Israel’s 1982 incursion into Lebanon. The campus was in an uproar, and a town meeting was arranged. I was asked to represent an Israeli perspective, simply because there was no one else who would. At the time, I was critical of some of Israel’s policies and had misgivings about the Lebanon adventure in particular, but nothing prepared me for the venom from my fellow panelists. Outrageous anti-Israel claims were made to cheers from the students. I can honestly say that never in my life have I felt so utterly alone as I did at that moment. I was distraught. When it was my turn to speak, I was compelled to charge my interlocutors with anti-Semitism. What else could account for the packed, hostile auditorium? Why were such vehement protests reserved for Israel? Where I had expected moderation and dialogue, I found nothing short of hatred. A few colleagues privately thanked me for “saying what needed to be said,” but none did so in any public way. I knew then that I would not be staying at that college very long.


I had a sabbatical in 1983-84, which my wife and I spent in Sri Lanka and India. Living near Kandy, I came to know Ayyah Khema, a leading Buddhist nun, who happened to be of German Jewish background. As we chatted, laywomen would interrupt to make offerings and seek counsel. During a lull in the conversation, Ayyah Khema answered my unasked question: “Of course I am still Jewish. What else could I be?” And the rest of the afternoon was spent trading Pali-English puns and exploring Buddhist-Jewish congruencies. As a dear friend, a philosophy professor at Peradeniya University, put it, “With Jewish intelligence and Buddhist patience, there is nothing which cannot be accomplished.”


Later that year, my wife and I visited Drepung Loseling Monastery, a leading Tibetan college rebuilt in remote, impoverished Mundgod in South India’s Karnataka state. It was the season for the Great Prayer Festival, the Mon-lam Chen-mo, instituted in the fifteenth century by the great spiritual leader Tsong Khapa. My research kept me in the monastery’s library, and naturally enough, I became friendly with the librarian, an earnest and unassuming monk. One day we were discussing how an exiled people could maintain its traditions in alien lands. What he said amazed me: “We take our cue from the Jews. They lost their homeland, but despite so much hardship and suffering they maintained their culture. We must learn from them,” he said, entirely unaware that it was a Jew whom he was addressing.


Some years later, I read and translated a pamphlet by one of exiled Tibet’s most fiery leaders. The essay was published to commemorate a nationalist day in Tibetan history, and it was entitled “An Outline of the History of Israel.” Page after page lauded Jewish determination, courage, intelligence, and fidelity to tradition — the precise virtues most needed by an exiled community — but the highest praises were reserved for the most militant Zionists, the so-called “Stern Gang.” I began to realize that just as fast as many Jews were running toward Buddhism, many Tibetans were trying to emulate the Jews. I wondered what the conversation might be like if and when their paths crossed. I was to find out, years later.


Also during that sabbatical year, my wife and I visited Cochin. I had heard about the ancient South Indian Jewish community, so we planned a week’s visit. We quickly became enamored of the people there, proud Indians and proud Jews. It was obvious that the community was on the verge of extinction due to emigration to Israel. To compound the loss, the community would expire without even a book to remember it by. Never in my life have I felt so compelled to undertake an academic project. My wife, a photographer and journalist, shared my enthusiasm. We promised ourselves that we would return as soon as possible for extended fieldwork. We were determined to write the book that otherwise would go unwritten.


Less than two years later we were back, supported by another Fulbright. I was now on leave from the University of South Florida in Tampa. Soon after our arrival, we learned that the community had held a meeting about us. They decided to facilitate our effort and invited us to move in with one of the families on Synagogue Lane in Jew Town. This was an anthropologist’s dream, to have such unrestricted access, to be so accepted. While we knew we would be forced to give up most creature comforts, including much-coveted air-conditioning and privacy, it was an offer we couldn’t refuse. And so for a year, we ate, prayed, and socialized with this otherwise closed community, becoming, in their words, “pukkah Cochinites,” which might be freely translated as “members of the tribe.”


My wife had her first meaningful “Jewish experience” that Yom Kippur. It is a tradition of the Cochin Jewish women to stand throughout the prayer services, which last all day. By evening, the combination of heat, fasting, and exhaustion from standing for hours converged with Atonement.


Between the holy days, we visited every synagogue in South Asia, meeting community members, praying daily. I came to love the Indian-Sephardic chants and prayers. For the first time in either of our lives, our personal rhythms became synchronized with the Jewish calendar. We were living the life of observant Jews as part of the participant-observation anthropological method.


I was caught unawares by what came next. I didn’t anticipate what this year was doing to me internally. Without my conscious knowledge, Judaism had crept into my bones. We left Cochin and, en route to Israel to interview resettled Cochin Jews there, we spent a couple of weeks in Bombay, or Mumbai as it is now called. I was looking forward to the fine restaurants there; in particular, I had been lusting after shrimp, which I had not tasted for a year. We sat down and opened our menus. My eyes leaped to the seafood section. But I just couldn’t do it! I couldn’t bring myself to order such blatantly non-kosher food. I was thoroughly taken aback. I hadn’t known what was happening to me.


Our stay in Israel made a deep impression on both of us. Although it was not our first time there together, our spiritual connections were now of an altogether different order. Before, we had felt like tourists most of the time. Now we felt the connection, the sense of belonging, that many Jewish pilgrims over centuries have described.


Returning to Tampa, one of the challenges facing us was how to maintain the spiritual level we had attained in India and Israel. The other challenge was, of course, writing our book, which took two years. We are proud of our collaborative effort and the requiem we left for the Cochin Jewish community.


We joined a Conservative synagogue and enjoyed it thoroughly. I reverted to my childhood role as prayer leader, at least for the preliminary service, occasionally entertaining the congregants with an Indian melody. Since I am not gifted with a good singing voice, I had to focus myself intently in order to stay in tune. So prior to Saturday morning services, I would retire to the chapel, wrap myself in my tallith, and meditate for fifteen or twenty minutes. I found that by practicing mindfulness, I could navigate the liturgy’s intricate melodies satisfactorily. After a while, some of the congregants, especially the older ones, asked me what I was doing in the chapel. When I told them I was meditating as a warm-up to praying, they asked if I would teach them. So for the next year or so, I found myself teaching Vipassana for half an hour before leading the prayers.


At the same time, my wife, who had very little Judaic background, was learning Hebrew and catching up on decades of learning. It is remarkable how such motivation can hasten the process.


For a few years, we were pleased with this Jewish life we had created for ourselves. However, we began to feel pangs of dissatisfaction. We no longer felt our Conservative standards of Judaic observance of kashrut, ritual purity, Shabbat, and the holy days were high enough. Another nagging factor was our limited Jewish knowledge, which made us feel we were stagnating. When some friends decided to open a small Orthodox shul in our neighborhood, we chipped in, and we increasingly prayed there. Essentially, however, we felt as if we had gone as far as we could in Tampa.


In 1990, I was asked to join a delegation of scholars and rabbis to travel to Dharamsala at the invitation of the Dalai Lama. He wanted to learn the “Jewish secret,” as he put it, of how to preserve religion and culture while in exile. The trip was one of the spiritual high points of my life. What are often disparate aspects of myself — my profession as a scholar of Buddhism and Hinduism, and my newly rediscovered commitment to Judaism — for a moment coalesced. I got to greet the Dalai Lama in Tibetan on behalf of the Jewish people. I was able to mediate conceptually the worlds of the rabbis and the lamas, helping the other delegates to formulate Judaic ideas in a Tibetan framework, and helping them to understand Tibetan ideas and spiritual practices.


The Tibetans were so very eager to hear what we had to tell them. We in turn listened to the Dalai Lama speak to a gathering of hundreds of Buddhist leaders from across Asia. He told them about us Jews, how we had successfully coped with so much suffering and hardship, how our “great courage and determination” reached its fulfillment with the reestablishment of Israel in 1948, how lucky they were to have us among them. And this thought struck me: When we see ourselves reflected in the other, we come to shape an image of who we are. In Christian and Muslim cultures, we have seen in those reflections condescension and hostility. We internalized those reflections in feelings of doubt and inferiority — and, paradoxically, in arrogance. Here, we were seeing in the Tibetans reflections of affection, respect, even a bit of awe. How differently one knows oneself through such reflections! It made me utter a prayer at the time that all Jews should be able to generate these feelings of respect, affection, and awe toward ourselves.
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