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new country, to political lobbying organizations, day schools, federations, old age homes,
and burial societies. Mendes-Flohr's description of his formative experiences at a summer
youth camp in America was immediately applicable to the Tibetans’ situation in India, and
in fact just a few years later Rabbi and Rebbetzin Greenberg were able to facilitate three
Tibetan educators’ six-month internships in the New York offices of such camps, capped off
with visits over the summer. Today, Tibetan summer youth camps based on the American
Jewish model have been established.

In the areas of the greatest overlap—mystical theology, meditation, hermeneutics,
and the like—there was interest but little impact. This ocught to surprise no one, as
discovering religious similarities is pleasant, but is not particularly meaningful.

But Tibetans are not the only Buddhists in the world. While there have been no
corporate dialogues on the level as the one in Dharamsala with Sri Lankan, or Thai, or
Japanese Buddhists, nevertheless smaller scale encounters have been taking place around
the world. In America, Asian Americans of many ethnicities have encountered Jewish
Americans, both formally and informally. Here the issues of modernization and
diasporization rise to the fore.

Today we see two kinds of Diaspora: the forced exile of the Tibetans, Vietnamese,
and Cambodians, and the voluntary exile of most Hindus, Japanese, Koreans, or Sri Lankan
Buddhists for examples. Jews experienced forced exile until 1948, but since the
establishment of Israel, galut has become home voluntarily. Jewish struggles over nearly
2000 years may inspire Tibetans and Vietnamese, but many Asian American rightly or
wrongly see American Jews as role models for their gentle exile: Jews are taken as fully
participating in American life while simultaneously maintaining religio-cultural traditions.
Hebrew day schools, federations, newspapers, self-defense organizations such as the Anti-
Defamation League (ADL), youth summer camps, and lobbying organizations for both
domestic and international issues are serving as models for other minority peoples who
fear assimilation and the loss of traditions.

For many newly diasporized peoples—such as Tibetans and Indochinese
Americans—diasporization and modernization are simultaneous. In some sense, the two
phenomena are interrelated. Diasporization shatters the premodern sense of a nation as a
confluence of land-people-language-religion. If one is landless, then the fusion of these
four separable factors unravels. Similarly, the essence of modernization is pluralism,
wherein one’s sacred canopy is seen as a human cultural product rather than as a fabric of
sacred, eternal meanings. Diasporization confronts one with the other, with a pluralism of
meanings. So does modernization, and in this sense the two phenomena are related. Jews
are seen as the first diasporized and the first modernized people, even if in the Jewish case
the former preceded the latter by 1,600 years. Peoples who are just now becoming
diasporized and/or modernized tend to look to Jews for guidance, and this topic has risen
to the forefront of contemporary Buddhist-Jewish encounters, especially in America.

Idolatry?

I have reserved the thorniest issue for the last, the question of idolatry. For an observant
Jew, idolatry has been the biggest stumbling block to serious encounters with Buddhism, if
not with Buddhists themselves. However, a very recent, precedent-setting event may have
removed this difficulty.

The Judaic concept that is approximated by the English “idolatry” is avodah zarah,
or “foreign worship.” In the Torah, the Talmud and legal codifications, avodah zarah is
among the most heinous of sins, and layers of strictures have been rabbinically established
to limit, if not prevent, any association with not only the practice, but also the people who
perform the practice. It has seeméq obvious that Buddhists, most of whom bow down
before a statue of the Buddha or other figure, are practicing idolatry.
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There has been a counter current in Judaic legal thinking about idolatry. Rabbi
Menachem Meir (1249-1316),°° for example, held that contemporary practices are not the
same thing as the idolatry described in the Torah, and that people of his day were merely
following ancestral custom, not actually performing ideclatry. This has been a minority
opinion, but it has been significant.

On February 5-6, 2007, Rabbi Yona Metzger, the Chief Ashkenazic Rabbi of Israel,
led a delegation of distinguished Orthodox rabbis to India for a meeting with Hindu leaders
from a wide variety of sects who had been convened by Swami Dayanand Saraswati of the
Hindu Dharma Acharya Sabha. This was a much higher level and more official encounter
than the Dharamsala dialogue, as in a significant sense the Chief Rabbinate of Israel can
speak for Judaism in a way that a pluralistic collection of eight scholars and rabbis cannot.

The rabbis and swamis concluded their meetings with a nine-point “Declaration of
Mutual Understanding and Cooperation from the First Jewish-Hindu Leadership Summit.”’
The very first point in the declaration stunningly removed the idolatry issue from the
dialogical table. “Their respective Traditions [hold] that there is One Supreme Being who is
the Ultimate Reality, who has created this world in its blessed diversity and who has
communicated Divine ways of action for humanity, for different peoples in different times
and places.”

As bold as this point is theologically, one cannot but wonder whether it would apply
to Buddhists as well, whose beliefs are quite different from those of Hindus, especially on
this about a Creator G-d. Some thinkers have tried to identify shunyata with a mystically
understood G-d,”® and others have even taken nirvana in this light as a kind of negative
theology.” But when one leaves the domain of mysticism and tries to reconcile a Creator
G-d with Buddhist philosophy, the issues becomes murky at best. It is intriguing to note
that for years, many JuBus have argued that Buddhism’s nontheism make it more
palatable Judaically than Hinduism, for example, which could be understood as positing
“another” G-d than the G-d of Israel; yet if we correctly apply the principles articulated at
this Jewish-Hindu encounter, precisely this nontheism might be a greater stumbling block
than the purported polytheism that had for long been ascribed to Hinduism.

But perhaps Buddhist-Jewish understanding would be best left to emerge out of a
future dialogical encounter rather than our speculation of the moment. After all, who could
have imagined that Orthodox rabbis would affirm the identity of the G-d of Israel with the
G-d of the Hindus?

Trajectories

What trends can be discerned from the modern Buddhist-Jewish encounter, and what
trajectories can we anticipate for the future?

As in many interreligious encounters, boundary-drawing seems to be a starting
point. Areas of overlap are mapped, and at the same time boundaries are drawn. In the
Buddhist-Jewish dialogues of recent years, overlaps have been found in mystical theclogies
and practices, as well as in ethical principles.

Boundaries follow traditional demarcations. The Buddha taught that anywhere the
noble eightfold path is found, there his Dharma is to be found.®® But would a Jewish
viewpoint in which the Creator G-d is so central be counted as “right understanding”?
Similarly, Judaism has taught that “the righteous of all nations have a share in the world
to come,”® but that leaves us to ask who might be counted among the righteous?
Tradition has held that whoever observes the seven Noahide commandments merits the
‘'same ultimate reward as the observant-Jew. It must be noted, however, that the first of
the Noahide laws is a prohibition against idolatry, and this issue must be honestly
_considered. Nevertheless, at least some  authoritative rabbinic texts have described
“Hindu’a” people as bnai Noach and therefore may be counted among the righteous.®?
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So in the case of Hinduism and Buddhism, there is neither so much similarity nor a
clear breach of boundaries, and it is at the intersection of neither clear similarity nor well-
defined boundaries that is precisely the most fruitful arena for mutual edification and
growth.,

There are trends and streams within modern Judaism that have absorbed and
appropriated Buddhist meditation and spiritual practices. This phenomenon, we have
argued above, can be detected on both the right (BTM) and left (JRM) branches of
Judaism, and one may also observe the influence filtering into the mainstream.

In the domain of ethics one can posit a complementary relationship. Judaism’s
ethic of action has found its way, via JuBus largely, into socially engaged Buddhism and
the Buddhist women’s movement. At the same time, the Buddhism ethic of restraint has
influenced Jewish environmentalism. Although the point has yet to be explored, such
Buddhist virtues as patience (ksanti) have echoes in Judaism’s nineteenth-century Mussar
movement, a spiritual path based on active reflection and the cultivation of virtues, and
the recent upsurge of interest in Mussar may become ripe for interreligious fertilization.

Buddhists have taken Judaism’s home-centeredness seriously, as this is one of the
most divergent themes in the two religions. Judaism’s long experience with diasporization
and modernization are significant themes for many Buddhists, as are Jewish social and
communal responses to these forces—communal institutions, political activism, and
emphasis on education, for examples.

But I would be remiss if I did not note one other contribution Jews have made to
Buddhism and a silent contribution at that. I will close with this story.

Some years ago [ participated in a public Buddhist-Jewish dialogue in Atlanta,
Georgia, with my geod friend, Ven. Geshe Lobsang Tenzin, and on that occasion Geshe-la
reminded me about the traditional Judaic self-understanding as a “nation of priests, a light
unto the nations” in a novel way. As I wrote of that encounter:

Hearing about the heartless silence of the United Nations to the Tibetan
plight, one man in the audience could stand it no longer. He rose to his feet, red-
eyed, pained. He asked Geshe-la, "What can we Jews do to help you Tibetans?
Should we try to lobby the U.N. to take up your cause? Ought we work through the
U.S. Congress?” He reminded Geshe-la about American Jewry’s political strength,
suggesting we commence a lobbying effort on behalf of the Tibetans. “Just tell us
what we can do to help,” he implored.

Geshe-la’s response was immediate. “Nothing,” he said. “You don‘t have to
do anything. Just be who you are, just be Jews.” I smiled a deep smile as the
interlocutor turned left and right in bafflement. The geshe deigned to elaborate.
“You cannot imagine how much encouragement we take from you, just for being
who you are. The fact that you are still here, the fact that you still worship in your
way—this means more to us than anything you could possibly do. You are a great
source of strength to us, and we are grateful to you.”®3

Just like that, Geshe-la revealed our own wisdom to us.
Notes

! First-read at a conference on "Buddhist Attitudes to Other Religions” at the University of
Salzburg, Austria, June 9-11, 2007, and published in the conference proceedings edited by
Perry Schmidt-Leukel (St. Ottilien, Germany: EOS, 2008), pp. 269-293. It is
simultaneously published in the Journal of Indo-Judaic Studies by agreement.
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