
Jewish-Buddhist Affinities in America

Rodger Kamenetz in his book The Jew in the Lotus popularized the term "JuBu". This word refers 

to a person of Jewish origin who has to varying degrees turned to Buddhism as a spiritual practice. 

Some of these consider themselves to be primarily Jewish; they have simply adopted some sort of 

Buddhist meditation to supplement the Jewish customs and / or beliefs they have carried with them 

since childhood. Others have formally become Buddhists through the taking of refuge vows and are 

engaging in the graduated path of Buddhism while also still maintaining some degree or other of 

Jewish observance. Still others have more-or-less left the Jewish fold altogether.

Recently I overheard one Buddhist to another quoting a survey indicating that something like 30% 

of non-Asian Buddhists in America are of Jewish origin. I have been unable to track the source of 

this survey, which is referred to in many books and online articles without citation. Likewise, 

Lawrence Sutin (p. 278) cites an equally remarkable statistic (again without source reference, so it 

should perhaps be taken more as informal observation), to the effect that "an astonishing 75 percent 

of Western students now in residence in Dharamsala (where the Dalai Lama has established a 

center for the study of Tibetan Buddhism) are Jews by birth." We can also look at the number of 

prominent American Buddhist teachers who are Jewish (Richard Hughes Seager, pp. 226 ff.): these 

include Joseph Goldstein, Jack Kornfield, Jacqueline Schwartz, and Sharon Salzberg, who all co- 

founded the Insight Meditation Society in Barre, Massachusetts; Bernard Glassman of the Zen 

Peacemaker Order; Norman Fischer of the San Francisco Zen Center; Sam Bercholz, founder of 

Shambhala Publications; Sylvia Boorstein, vipassana teacher; and Jeffrey Miller, who became a 

fully ordained Lama in the Tibetan Buddhist tradition under the name Surya Das. And we could cite 

prominent poets and musicians such as Allen Ginsberg, Leonard Cohen, and the Beastie Boys' 

Adam Yauch.

So despite the absence of very precise statistics, that Jews make up a disproportionately large 

percentage of American Buddhists, far in excess of the roughly 2% of the American population as a 

whole they comprise, is not something I have ever heard disputed. It is in fact a phenomenon 

widely noted, with many attempted explanations. And a development of much interest (and often 

concern) to Jewish religious leaders. This paper tries briefly to summarize some of the factors that 

have been discussed in this fascinating affinity between the two traditions.



These factors would seem to fall into two broad categories. We could distinguish between larger 

contextual subjects, ie aspects of the social and cultural landscape in America which have made this 

large-scale Jewish- Buddhist exchange possible in the first place, and reasons which relate more to 

specific qualities of the two traditions, inner affinities in a sense. So this means we need to look at 

both more "outer" or sociological phenomena, and "inner" or psychological phenomena, to get a 

perspective on this question.

Beginning with the former, both Robert Wuthnow and Wade Clark Roof have provided in-depth 

studies on widespread changes that have taken place in American religion since the Second World 

War. One of the major themes that emerges during this period is that of a breaking down of 

traditional, community-grounded institutional forms. In other words, to an increasing extent since 

the 1950s, one can no longer expect to anything like the same degree of certainty that a child will 

remain within the same religious institution as the parent, or even within any religion at all. Indeed, 

by the 1960s, what Roof calls "a generation of seekers" has emerged. This is the so-called "Baby 

Boomer" generation, those born between roughly 1946 and 1964. Roof (1999, p. 51) writes: "Few 

historians would question ... that the ten-year period from President Kennedy's assassination in 

1963 to Watergate in 1973 was one of the most turbulent, chaotic periods of American history, 

which left its imprint on the entire society, and particularly on those at a formative stage of their 

lives at the time." Those born just after the Second World War were in their late teens and early 

twenties in 1968, the year Martin Luther King Jr. and Robert Kennedy were assassinated, anti-

Vietnam War protests spread further across college campuses, and psychedelic substances 

continued to be discovered by thousands of younger people. It is not surprising in retrospect that 

the shape of American religion would be shaken to the core.

Robert Wuthnow, like Roof, emphasizes this new paradigm of "seeking": "I argue that a traditional 

spirituality of inhabiting sacred places has given way to a new spirituality of seeking--that people 

have been losing faith in a metaphysic that can make them feel at home in the universe and that 

they increasingly negotiate among competing glimpses of the sacred, seeking partial knowledge 

and practical wisdom." (1998, p. 3) Roof notes that the act of dropping out of organized religion 

during young adulthood is "a deeply embedded cultural pattern in America" (1993, p. 56). What is 

different during the period being examined is the extent of dropping out, and how long it tended to 

last. Roof's summary of this situation is worth quoting at length (1993, pp. 55-56):



Clearly, something happened to alter fundamentally the generation's ties with 
religious institutions. The fact is that the religious involvement of boomers changed 
drastically, and in a relatively short period of time--from when they were children 
until their early adult years. Nine out of ten people in our survey reported attending 
religious services weekly or more when they were children eight to ten years old. 
Many of them were baptized. As children they were as religious as any generation
before them in this century... But by their early twenties, slightly more than one-fourth 
were involved to the same extent; the great majority had dropped out altogether or, if
still attending, they did so irregularly. Those who had been baptized as children did not 
join churches through profession of faith, or confirmation, at levels that might have
been expected on the basis of their numbers--becoming instead the church's 'missing 
generation.' They dropped out of the mainline churches and synagogues in unprecedented 
numbers, resulting in a substantial loss of members.

Some of the factors involved in this radical change were socio-economic. Wuthnow notes the 

impact of suburbanization during the 1950s: "whereas three-quarters of all Protestant churches 

were still in small towns and rural areas on the eve of World War II, they would relocate 

predominantly to suburban areas over the next two decades" (1998, p. 44). This created a greater 

scattering of the congregation, where the privacy of the nuclear family became increasingly more 

important than the maintenance of tight community, the village where everyone knew each other's 

business. Inevitably, suburbanization would work towards the increasing individualism of religion, 

a tendency which would blossom startlingly rapidly during the 1960s.

Political destabilization and confusion is also discussed by both Roof and Wuthnow as an important 

factor. The beginning of the nuclear arms race in the 1950s, the assassination of President Kennedy 

in 1963, the wars in Korea and then in Vietnam, the turmoil over civil rights: all these factors 

created an environment in which the ground seemed to be shifting all the time, in which nothing 

was all that certain. Those coming of age during this period were forced to question many things 

their parents took mostly for granted. History seemed to be moving faster all the time. Later in this 

period, the assassinations noted before of Martin Luther King Jr. and Robert Kennedy, followed by 

President Nixon's expansion of the war in Vietnam and Cambodia, and eventually the national 

trauma of Watergate, further increased suspicion that American government was fundamentally 

untrustworthy and unhealthy. A new feminist movement began to raise even deeper questions about 

the very nature of Western thought and society. Beyond and beneath everything that was going 

wrong, there seemed to be a basic patriarchal orientation that could be traced far back through 

history: was this the more profound cause of all that was unfolding? Related to this emergence of 

gender as a subject now capable of study, sexuality too began to be discussed more freely than ever 



before, and traditional taboos on its expression fell by the wayside. Finally, the widespread use of 

psychedelic substances opened up new imaginative pathways of thought and possibility for many. 

Jay Stevens has documented the numerous examples of those who turned to new forms of spiritual 

practice--particularly Asian religions--after the use of such substances.

Ultimately, all of these cultural seismic shifts produced a radically different environment for both 

religion and the spiritual in America. And that very distinction just made between "religion" and 

"the spiritual" is itself a major product of this period. What began to emerge in the consciousness of 

the Boomer generation was a sense that "the spiritual" was somehow larger and more fully 

authentic than the merely "religious," that "religion" spoke of the institutional, and of unchosen 

heritage, whereas "the spiritual" pointed towards individual choice and freedom--deeply resonant 

images after all in American history.

Wade Clark Roof also uses the image of a "spiritual marketplace" to describe the radical shift in 

American religion that has been taking place. This notion has a double meaning, one positive, the 

other less so. In the positive sense, it refers to the opening up of wisdom traditions around the world 

that Americans got a first glimpse of at the World's Parliament of Religions in Chicago in 1893. 

(Interestingly for the main subject of this paper, one of the first American converts to Buddhism--

Charles Strauss--was Jewish, taking refuge vows shortly after that event (Seager, pp. 225-6)). 

Beginning in the 1950s as a trickle and increasing rapidly over the next couple of decades, spiritual 

teachers from India, Tibet, Japan, and other Asian countries would visit America, teach, gather 

followers, and set up centers. Americans increasingly had spiritual options other than the one they 

were born with, including some which would previously have been considered extremely exotic. In 

urban centers especially, "spiritual marketplace" would seem a very straightforwardly accurate term 

to describe these new choices.

Less positively, the term has affinities with what the Tibetan lama Chögyam Trungpa Rinpoche 

called "spiritual materialism." Cutting Through Spiritual Materialism, published in 1973, was one 

of Trungpa's first published books, and discusses ways in which religion can function to prop up the 

very thing it ostensibly ought to be weakening: selfishness. He saw much potential in the American 

hippie subculture that began to flock to him upon his arrival in 1970, but also a downside to the 

"spiritual supermarket"--his version of the phrase. The danger is that one merely flirts with 

spirituality, picking and choosing aspects of various traditions to suit one's tastes, rather than 



allowing the depth of an established spiritual path to challenge one. Trungpa felt that students ought 

to choose one particular spiritual path and stick with it a good way, through a fair amount of 

discomfort if necessary, before deciding to abandon it. This approach goes somewhat against the 

grain of the "New Age" potpourri the alternative religious scene can resemble. All the same, it can't 

be denied that today Westerners have unprecedented access to the accumulated wisdom of the 

world's religious traditions, so that it is not surprising we have a tendency to "shop around," trying 

to learn all we can. And as a supplement to Trungpa's insight, one of the recognitions Rodger 

Kamenetz came to as a result of his discussions with JuBus in India is that, given the right 

conditions, spiritual traditions can even bring out the best in each other.

Jews of course were no more nor less immune to the radical cultural changes of the 1960s than 

anyone else. Yet, as noted at the beginning, they have disproportionately chosen to pursue Buddhist 

practices over all the other "spiritual marketplace" options on offer. How can we explain this 

particular direction they have been choosing? To offer some possible answers to this question we 

must now turn to specific connections Judaism and Buddhism might have with regard to one 

another.

The first of these reasons is in a sense a negative one: that is to say, it is connected more with what 

Buddhism is not than with what it is. Specifically, Buddhism is neither Christianity nor Islam, the 

other two large religions with a universalist orientation. Both Christianity and Islam share certain 

historical and theological foundations with Judaism of course, and both tend to believe that they 

ultimately supersede Judaism--and each other--with regard to the question of God's final revelation. 

This fact, combined with conflict and bloodshed, past and present, makes conversion for Jews to 

either of the other Abrahamic faiths often problematic. As Lawrence Sutin puts it (p. 278):

...Jews, whose conversion has long been sought by Christians and Muslims, tended 
to see these as taboo competing faiths, the embrace of which would demean their 
heritage and shock their families. Prior to the coming of Buddhism to the West, Jews 
seldom formally converted to other religions, although they did frequently intermarry 
and assimilate in a secular manner. Offered the 'clean' alternative of Buddhism, ... 
the readiness of many Jews of keen spiritual intent to leave their theistic religious 
tradition behind has been striking.

Related to this fact, Buddhism mostly represents a non-dogmatic religion, in which adherence to 

belief as such is not considered particularly desirable. The historical Buddha encouraged 



questioning of his teachings rather than blind faith. A tradition of rigorous monastic debate has 

existed in Buddhism up until the present day, perhaps most prominently in Tibetan Buddhism. Even 

at the deepest levels of Buddhist philosophy, contained within the teachings of the Madhyamaka, 

several schools of thought exist, none of these particularly dominating over the others. This quality 

resonates with the Jewish tradition, which likewise includes a zest for debate. Jewish scholars have 

produced not only the Mishnah, or Rabbinic oral commentary on the Torah, but a great many 

commentaries on the Mishnah in turn, and then commentaries on those commentaries. Judaism 

seems largely to share with Buddhism a view that conceptual thought cannot encapsulate or pin 

down the true nature of reality or God. Certainly these tendencies exist within Islam (for example 

within the Sufi tradition) and Christianity also, but they are arguably stronger in Judaism, which is 

more focussed on qualities such as obedience to the Law and the preservation of Jewish culture and 

community than profession of faith. In short, being a largely "non-believing" Jew tends to be a less 

problematic notion within Judaism than is the case for a non-believing Christian or Muslim trying 

to remain comfortably within their local church or mosque.

By the same token, a Jew interested in the Buddhist teachings does not have to adopt any new 

beliefs which might potentially conflict with those they have grown up with. Buddhism does not 

require assent to any kind of doctrinal formulation. Such a creed would tend to be antithetical to 

Buddhist practice, which points towards non-conceptual understanding or embodiment of truth. In 

addition, Buddhism does not encourage conversion per se. Indeed, some Buddhist teachers have 

been known even for discouraging potential students of Buddhism. As Chögyam Trungpa once put 

it (p. 149): "The spiritual path is not fun--better not begin it. If you must begin, then go all the way, 

because if you begin and quit, the unfinished business you have left behind begins to haunt you all 

the time. The path, as Suzuki Roshi mentions in Zen Mind, Beginner's Mind, is like getting on a 

train that you cannot get off; you ride it on and on and on."

And Rodger Kamenetz quotes David Rome, an early student of Trungpa's, as saying that Trungpa 

"encouraged him to look at Judaism with respect". Rome goes on to say: "Rinpoche said to me very 

early on that one of his hopes was that his own students would return to their traditions. At that 

time--it changed later on--he saw his work very much as dealing with a basic human wisdom from 

the East that was not very accessible in the West. He did see bringing Westerners back to their own 

wisdom as part of his mission." (pp. 258-50) Likewise, the Dalai Lama told the group of rabbis and 

Jewish scholars gathered at the Dharamsala meeting which forms the core of Kamenetz' book: "In 



my public teaching I always tell people who are interested that changing religions is not an easy 

task. So therefore it's better not to change, better to follow one's own traditional religion, since 

basically the same message, the same potential is there." (pp. 228-29). This lack of pressure, 

especially as compared to some of the conversion rhetoric Jews have felt coming from other 

religious traditions, surely must be one of the reasons they have tended to give Buddhism a more 

favorable hearing.

Similarly, both Judaism and Buddhism have historically valued scholarship and intellectual inquiry 

to a high degree. Again, these qualities can be found existing at an equally high degree of 

sophistication in each of the other major religious traditions. But they tend in other traditions to be 

more reserved for scholars themselves, and not expected of the ordinary practitioner. For example, 

evangelical Christianity places far greater emphasis on emotional experience, commitment to Jesus, 

and profession of faith, than it does to historically-based study of the Scriptures and Christian 

philosophy in general. In Judaism, Torah study and debate is encouraged for all; the Bar / Bat 

Mitzvah rite of passage involves the learning of some Hebrew and, to varying degrees, a good deal 

of intellectual work aimed at understanding the core meanings of the Jewish tradition of prayer and 

worship. Within Buddhism is the notion of the "three prajñas,"--hearing, contemplating, and 

meditating--which outline the spiritual path. By "hearing" is meant receptive and attentive listening 

to and reading of the Buddhist teachings, and by "contemplating" is meant the process of 

questioning and examining these teachings thoroughly, continually trying to make sense of them 

with regard to one's ongoing life experiences, taking nothing for granted. So both traditions revere 

intellect and study (though in the end both place other faculties above the power of the intellect in 

itself).

A similar relationship to the question of suffering would seem to provide yet another affinity. For 

Buddhism, duhkha, often translated as "suffering" but perhaps more accurately as a fundamental 

"dissatisfaction," is said to pervade all ordinary, or dualistic, existence. And Buddhist practice is 

aimed at seeing into and then overcoming the ultimate cause of duhkha, resulting in liberation from 

samsara, the round of uncontrolled deaths-and- rebirths. This orientation thus places awareness of 

suffering in all its multifarious guises at the core of Buddhism. Jewish experience, likewise, has 

been deeply sensitive to suffering, for both historical and theological reasons. Historically of 

course, Jews have undergone great hardship as a people, the Holocaust being the most recent, and 

most horrific, of such events. Theologically, there has been much reflection in Jewish thought on 



the weakness of human devotion to God's law. Jews believe they have been given a particular 

mandate with respect to the divine will, and have been conscious of how imperfect has been their 

effort to keep faith with it. As a result, the Jewish view of suffering comes close to that of the 

Buddhists in seeming all-pervasive, part of the very fabric of ordinary existence.

Certainly Christianity, in the symbol of the suffering Christ, maintains a similar emphasis upon the 

reality of suffering. One important difference perhaps between the Christian and Jewish views lies 

in the extent to which they focus upon the overcoming of suffering after death. For a Christian, the 

resurrection of Jesus is at least as important a fact as his crucifixion, and heralds the promise of 

eternal joy in heaven. For the Jew, such conviction in immediate release from all suffering at death 

is less pronounced. Judaism tends to be more agnostic with regard to the afterlife than Christianity, 

and this too brings it closer to Buddhism in a sense. Certainly, the idea of life and death being two 

sides of the same coin goes back to the first teachings of Buddhism, so that a continuity of rebirths 

has always seemed fairly matter-of-fact to the Buddhist tradition, but there does not exist the same 

belief as in Christianity of immediate salvation in the next life provided one is sufficiently faithful 

or devoted in love to God and one's neighbor. For Buddhists the path for the vast majority of people 

extends over countless lifetimes, taking in along the way different kinds of existences--many of 

which are considered to be far less desirable than the one we presently experience. Therefore, for 

the Buddhist--as for the Jew--the reality of suffering or dissatisfaction does tend to take center stage 

quite often, and actual practice / observance is certainly considered to be more important than 

profession of belief or depth of conversion experience.

Closely related to the question of suffering is the idea of the refugee. Jewish history is replete with 

the experience of being driven off of settled land and having to live as foreigners elsewhere, often 

mistrusted, despised, even murderously hated. It would not be surprising if the Buddhist notions of 

impermanence and shunyatā--"emptiness," essencelessness, or spaciousness--should resonate 

particularly strongly for the Jewish people as a whole. Indeed, when I took the traditional refuge 

vows within a Tibetan Buddhist lineage, the pre- ceremony talk encouraged us actually to try and 

think of them as refugee vows, in that we would be aiming to develop the aspiration never to feel 

fully "at home" in samsara--the endless uncontrolled cycling between birth and death caused, 

according to Buddhism, by a basic ignorance of our true nature.

Tibetan Buddhism especially would seem to resonate with the Jewish tradition in this regard, since 



a great many Tibetans for the past fifty years have been living in exile, having lost control of their 

own homeland to the Chinese. In fact, one of the questions the Dalai Lama most wished to pose for 

his Jewish guests at the conference covered in Rodger Kamenetz' book was: what is your secret of 

survival? how have you managed to keep Judaism alive in exile for so many centuries? Kamenetz 

reports a deep bond of understanding at this level between Tibetans and Jews.

Finally, a reason for Jewish-Buddhist affinity in America can be mentioned which has more of a 

complementary nature: Buddhism's deepest teachings are available to those interested in them; 

Judaism's, traditionally, have not been. Therefore many Jews, seeking the profoundest core of their 

own heritage but unable to find it, have turned to the Buddhist tradition, where they have been able 

to receive such instruction. In fact the primary theme of Kamenetz' The Jew in the Lotus would turn 

out to be this relative hiddenness of the Jewish mystical tradition, and a perceived need to make 

these teachings more available to the many Boomers and now post- Boomers hungering for 

authentic spiritual instruction. This theme comes up again and again in the book, first in the 

remarkable dialogue between the Dalai Lama and Rabbi Zalman Schachter-Shalomi regarding the 

Kabbalah, later in Kamenetz' interviews with Jewish Buddhists in Dharamsala and elsewhere. 

Kamenetz concludes that the great gift of the conference for him and others was ultimately this spur 

to go back to the West and work towards the strengthening of the Jewish wisdom teachings, for the 

benefit of Jews, and the benefit of the world. This in fact is what he has devoted himself to since 

the 1990 conference, and his next book, Stalking Elijah: Adventures with Today's Jewish Mystical 

Masters, took the journey quite a bit further. The Dalai Lama's last words of advice concerned this 

very issue, to "open the doors and and open them wide," to "avoid too much secrecy about esoteric 

teachings":

...if we try to isolate ourselves from modernity, this is self-destruction. You have to face 
reality. If you have reason, sufficient reason to practice a religion, sufficient value in that 
religion, there is no need to fear. If you have no sufficient reason, no value--then there's 
no need to hold on to it. Really. I feel that....

So you see, the time is changing. Nobody can stop it. Whether God created it--or nature
is behind it, nobody knows. It is fact, it is reality. So we have to follow the time, and live 
according to reality. What we need, ourselves, as religious leaders, is to do more research, 
find more practices to make tradition something more beneficial in today's life ... Then 
they will choose which is more valuable, more useful. (pp. 230-31)

The Dalai Lama's advice takes us full circle, back to the reality of the postmodern "generation of 



seekers" and "spiritual marketplace" with which we began. New forms and hybrids of religion have 

emerged and will continue to do so. At the most basic level, we might say that Judaism and 

Buddhism don't "get in the way of each other" to the same degree that other combinations of 

tradition might do. Of course, from the perspective of the ultra-Orthodox in either religion, there 

will be objections. But a great deal of flexibility and space seems to exist between the two, so much 

so that Kamenetz' account reads like a quite remarkable meeting of minds.

The vipassana teacher Sylvia Boorstein is an example of someone who considers herself fully 

Jewish and fully Buddhist at the same time (pp. 58-59, as quoted in Seager, p. 230):

To myself, I say, "God reigns, God reigned. God will reign forever."

To my grandchildren, I say, "Everything, no matter what, is okay. And we'll try as 
hard as we can to fix anything that is broken."

To Buddhist students, I say: "The cosmos is lawful. Karma is true. Everything evolves 
from a single interconnected source. Nothing is disconnected from anything else. Future 
events are dependent on our actions now. Virtue is mandated; we are responsible for one 
another. Everything matters."

Rodger Kamenetz and others have plans to bring together Jews and Sufi Muslims for a conference 

along the lines of the one held in Dharamsala. In a world increasingly torn by competing 

fundamentalisms and ancient hatreds, these kinds of inter-religious dialogue are a piece of truly 

heartening news.
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