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1

Introduction
s h e l d on  on  t h e  mou n ta i n

american buddhists like to tell a popu lar joke. A Jewish  woman 
travels to the Himalayas in search of a famous guru. She heads east, trav-
eling by plane, train, bus, and oxcart  until she reaches a far- off  Buddhist 
monastery in Nepal. An old lama in maroon and saff ron robes tells her 
that the guru she is seeking is meditating in a cave at the top of the moun-
tain and cannot be disturbed. She has traveled far and insists that she 
absolutely must see this guru. Th e lama eventually relents but requests 
that she not stay long, bow when addressing the guru, and say no more 
than eight words to him. With the help of a few lamas, monks, and Sherpa 
porters, she trudges up the mountain. Exhausted, she reaches the top and 
the cave where the guru is meditating. Keeping within the eight- word 
limit, she bows and says what she came to say: “Sheldon, it’s your  mother. 
Enough already, come home!” (Frankel 2013; Das 1998, 4).

Th is amusing story pokes fun at the widespread perception that Ameri-
can Jews have a par tic u lar aff ection for Buddhism. Past empirical re-
search seems to support this view. In his so cio log i cal survey of seven Bud-
dhist centers in North Amer i ca, sociologist James Coleman (2001, 119) 
found that 16.5  percent of the Buddhist prac ti tion ers in his randomly 
generated sample  were of Jewish backgrounds. Similarly, sociologist 
Wendy Cadge (2005) discovered that nearly a third of  those she inter-
viewed at the Cambridge Insight Meditation Center as part of her com-
parative ethnographic study of Th eravada Buddhist organ izations in the 
United States  were of Jewish background. Th rough his research for his 
best- selling book Th e Jew in the Lotus, Rodger Kamenetz (1994) estimated 
that Jews represented about 30  percent of Western Buddhist groups in 
the United States.1 While scholars do not have precise statistics about 
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the number of Jews involved in Buddhist communities in the United 
States, it seems safe to assert that the proportion of Jews in Buddhist cir-
cles is disproportionate to the percentage of Jews in this country ( Jews 
constitute about 2 to 3  percent of the population).

 These numbers, and their insinuation that Judaism and Buddhism have 
a distinctive relationship in the United States, motivated this study. I 
wanted to know why Buddhism appeals to Sheldon and  others like him 
and was curious how Sheldon arrived at the cave at the top of that moun-
tain at all. I also wanted to know if the encounter between Judaism and 
Buddhism emerged out of the countercultural ethos of the 1960s, as popu-
larly assumed, or if  there  were  earlier antecedent encounters that re-
quired unearthing. This book wrestles with  these questions by telling the 
story of how Judaism and Buddhism met and combined in the United 
States since the late nineteenth  century, and how  people incorporate 
 these traditions in their daily lives  today.

The distinctive relationship between Judaism and Buddhism has been 
part of public consciousness in the United States since Kamenetz pub-
lished The Jew in the Lotus in 1994. His book chronicled the meeting be-
tween eight Jewish delegates— a group of progressive rabbis and schol-
ars from across vari ous wings of American Jewish life— and the Dalai 
Lama in Dharamsala, India. The book is now on its thirty- seventh reprint 
and even inspired a PBS documentary of the same name featured in film 
festivals around the world. It also pop u lar ized the term “JUBU”— a moni-
ker for a Jewish Buddhist— for a wide audience (Van Gelder 1999; 
Chiten 1999; Kamenetz 1994, 1999).

Since the publishing of The Jew in the Lotus, countless popu lar articles, 
memoirs, books, and blog posts have cast attention on the special rela-
tionship between Judaism and Buddhism. Tele vi sion stations, including 
PBS and ABC, have produced special programs about the Jewish- 
Buddhist relationship. Dozens of celebrities, including Goldie Hawn, 
Leonard Cohen, Steven Seagal, and Mandy Patinkin, have publicly ex-
tolled their Jewish Buddhist identities in print and on tele vi sion. US 
newspapers— from broad publications like the LA Times to niche out-
lets like the Jewish Daily Forward or Tricycle: The Buddhist Review— have 
published articles about such topics as “JuBus— Embracing Judaism and 
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Buddhism,” “Zen and the Art of the BuJu,” and “At One with Dual De-
votion.”2 Recently, Tablet Magazine even ran an article about the Jewish 
roots of mindfulness meditation in the United States, explaining how a 
group of four American Jews— Sharon Salzberg, Joseph Goldstein, Jack 
Kornfield, and Jacqueline Mandell- Schwartz— popularized mindfulness 
meditation in the United States, and how, in the words of journalist Mi-
chelle Goldberg (2015), they “turned a Buddhist spiritual practice into 
a distinctly American phenomenon— and a multi- billion- dollar 
industry.”

Scholars, too, have expressed a curiosity about the Jewish- Buddhist 
relationship. In The Transformation of American Religion, religious stud-
ies scholar Amanda Porterfield (2001, 158) noted that Jews “took the lead” 
in the development of American forms of Buddhism, observing that “one 
of the most in ter est ing aspects of Buddhism’s merger with American re-
ligious and intellectual life is its disproportionate appeal to  people with 
Jewish backgrounds.” Similarly, in his book Buddhism in Amer i ca, Rich-
ard Seager (2012, 225) pointed out the “impor tant role played by Jewish 
Buddhists in the introduction and adaptation of the Buddha’s teachings 
in Amer i ca.” And in the new volume Buddhism beyond Borders: New 
Perspectives on Buddhism in the United States, scholar Mira Niculescu 
(2015) writes about the rise of Jewish mindfulness as an offspring of West-
ern Buddhism in the United States.3

Despite this popu lar and scholarly notice, we know comparatively 
 little about the relationship between Judaism and Buddhism in the 
United States. We do not know how Jewish Buddhists experience and 
narrate their multireligious identities; based on  these identities, how 
they have built institutions, new practices, and staked claims in their 
communities; and what broad social and historical  factors explain how 
 these two traditions came together over centuries to produce  these 
identities in the first place.  These are the questions at the heart of this 
book.

Threaded through the book is an argument that the distinctive so-
cial position of American Jews, or what I call the “Jewish social loca-
tion,” led American Jews to their engagement with Buddhism and 
fundamentally  shaped the character of it. The Jewish social location is 
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the set of orientations produced by the position of Jewish Americans 
as a distinctively left- liberal, urban, secular, and upper- middle- class 
religious minority in the United States. Jews occupy a distinctive place 
in con temporary US society in terms of residential patterns, class, edu-
cation, occupation, and religious beliefs. More than any other religious 
or ethnic group in the United States, Jews live in and near the largest 
American cities, exceed all other groups in socioeconomic status, and 
surpass all other groups in educational attainment. In addition, Jews 
consistently fall at the bottom of mea sures of traditional religious 
 beliefs. Compared to all other ethnic and religious groups (except “re-
ligious nones”), they are the least likely to be sure that God exists, to 
believe that  there is an afterlife, and to say that the Bible is the exact word 
of God. A deep- seated appreciation of this par tic u lar sense of Jewish 
social distinctiveness rests at the heart of the stories in this book.4 The 
American Jews in this book also relate deeply to the experience of 
being a religious minority living in a largely Christian society. The 
Jewish social location— itself a par tic u lar combination of a distinctive 
demographic, religious, and minority position— propelled Jews into 
their encounter with Buddhism and  shaped the historical mark they 
left on it. Moreover, it defined the pathways through which Buddhism 
entered into American Judaism, and to this day, continues to structure 
how  people interpret and knit together ideas from both traditions in 
framing their identities, creating religious practices, and building 
organ izations.

Why Was Sheldon on the Mountain? An Overview  
of Past Arguments

Puzzled by the distinctive relationship between Judaism and Buddhism, 
scholars have offered explanations for the affinity between the two tradi-
tions and specifically for why Buddhism appeals to American Jews. 
Many of  these arguments are based on some ele ment of interview data 
combined with anecdotal evidence.5 Broadly speaking, past explanations 
for the Jewish attraction to Buddhism fall into four categories: histori-
cal, religious/theological, demographic, and “pull” explanations.
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The historical explanations include a number of diff er ent arguments, 
the most common of which is the claim that Judaism and Buddhism have 
a shared focus on suffering. Jewish  people, the reasoning goes, dwell es-
pecially on the idea of suffering  because the Holocaust forced them to 
grapple with the massive suffering endured by so many. Buddhism pro-
vides Jewish  people with answers (and ways of coping) with that suffer-
ing (see Porterfield 2001; Linzer 1996; Rosenberg 2003; Sautter 2002; 
Brodey 1997). In another explanation, Coleman (2001) claims that since 
Jews traditionally played the part of outsiders in a US culture dominated 
by Chris tian ity, they have been more willing to embrace ideas that main-
stream society sees as deviant or foreign. He also suggests that Jews are 
more interested in new religious movements  because Judaism has been 
more greatly eroded than Chris tian ity by the pro cesses of secularization. 
Other scholars contend that Jewish seekers  were drawn to Buddhism 
 because Buddhists had no history of prejudice  toward Jews (see Linzer 
1996; Rosenberg 2003).

The religious/theological explanations for the affinity between Bud-
dhism and Judaism are many. Porterfield (2001) suggests that the intel-
lectual training and study of religious texts serves as a bridge to connect 
Judaism and elite forms of Buddhism. Another argument claims that the 
Jewish conception of God proves an ideal fit with the nontheistic aspects 
of Buddhist philosophy (see Porterfield 2001; Linzer 1996; Weinberg 
1994; Sautter 2002; Brodey 1997). Fi nally, other scholars contend that 
Buddhism does not make theological demands on its members, thereby 
making it accessible; Jews are frustrated with the emphasis on Jewish par-
ticularism or chosenness (see Porterfield 2001; Kamenetz 1994; Seid-
man 1998; Brodey 1997; Libin 2010), and the stress that many Buddhist 
teachers place on universal truth resonates with disaffected Jews; and the 
similarities between the mystical and meditative traditions of Buddhism 
and Judaism attract Jews to Buddhism (see Kamenetz 1994; Libin 2010; 
Linzer 1996).

Third, the demographic argument claims that Jews are overrepresented 
in the segments of society to which Buddhism appeals most strongly: the 
highly educated upper  middle class, intellectuals, artists, and bohemians 
(see Coleman 2001; Rosenberg 2003). And fi nally, scholars base the 
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fourth argument for why Jews are drawn to Buddhism on “pull  factors,” 
or the characteristics of Buddhism that pull in American Jews. Scholars 
reason that Jews are attracted to Buddhism  because it is a body- based 
practice that lends itself to direct experience (see Porterfield 2001; Linzer 
1996; Weinberg 1994; Sautter 2002; Brodey 1997; Kamenetz 1994; Libin 
2010). Sheila Weinberg (1994), a reconstructionist rabbi, argues that Bud-
dhist spiritual practices have been consciously and systematically tai-
lored for the Western mind and vocabulary, making them appealing to 
American Jews (a discussion dealt with in more depth in  later chapters 
in this book). Other scholars suggest that Jews are attracted to medita-
tion  because it allows them a means to “slow down and live” in a time of 
electronic media as well as a sense of collective breathlessness (see Green 
2003), and they are attracted to the Buddhist approach to the elimina-
tion of war, poverty, racism, prejudice, environmental pollution, intem-
perance, and drug abuse (see Brodey 1997).

The many assertions presented above demonstrate the range of ways 
that scholars have thought about the appeal of Buddhism to Jews.6 While 
all  these assertions may touch on certain truths, they provide only par-
tial explanations. For example, many Jews undoubtedly feel uncomfort-
able with the idea of God, but so do many other Americans, so why do 
Jews seem to look to Buddhism as a haven for their skepticism? Similarly, 
some American Buddhist traditions may well provide body- based expe-
riential practice, but so do other traditions, so why do Jews seem to 
gravitate to Buddhism over other traditions? None of  these past studies 
offers the sufficient empirical data that would allow scholars to evaluate 
their claims. In this book, I draw on over three years of ethnographic 
research— archival research, interviews, and participant observation—
in order to discern how  people understand their relationships to both 
Judaism and Buddhism, and why Buddhism appeals to many Ameri-
can Jews. I examine the vari ous explanations for the affinity between 
the two traditions at various points throughout the chapters to come 
and tie them together in the conclusion. I repudiate any claim of an 
intrinsic affinity between  these traditions; to understand how  these two 
traditions came together, I argue that we need to understand instead the 
historical and social webs that connect them.
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 Toward a So cio log i cal Perspective  
on Religious Syncretism

At its most general, this is a book about religious syncretism in the United 
States, the history that produced it, and the way that individuals experi-
ence it in daily life.7 Historically, the term “syncretism” has served as the 
conceptual bedrock across academic disciplines for the study of inter-
religious mixing. Syncretism has a complex history and etymology, with 
its meaning dependent on the historical and po liti cal context in which it 
has been used.8 Syncretism developed a pejorative connotation from its 
use within seventeenth- century theological debates about the degree to 
which illegitimate forms of religious mixture supposedly contaminated 
church doctrine. It implied an infiltration of foreign religious ele ments 
seen as belonging to other, incompatible traditions into a “pure” religious 
tradition (Stewart and Shaw 1994; Leopold and Jensen 2004). Thereaf-
ter the term continued to be polemically used within the comparative 
study of religions. This history has led many con temporary scholars of 
religion to feel that the term has been too tarnished to remain usable.9

Scholars have reclaimed the term syncretism over the past thirty or 
so years as it relates to themes central to postcolonial analy sis, including 
creolization, hybridity, and interstitiality (Leopold and Jensen 2004; Mc-
Intosh 2009; Robbins 2011).10 Anthropologists, in par tic u lar, invoke the 
term syncretism not to focus on the contrast between pure culture(s) and 
mixed ones, or the disorder caused by cultural mixing. Rather, they 
use the term to analyze the conditions, especially in the context of post-
colonialism, in which cultures emerge, as Homi Bhabha (1994, 38) 
describes, “at the cutting edge of translation and negotiation, the in- 
between space.” Scholars draw on the term to underscore the fluidity and 
heterogeneity in cultural and religious life, and deconstruct the broader 
cultural pro cesses, discourses, and power relations surrounding religious 
mixing (McIntosh 2009).

Drawing on the concept of syncretism does not, however, overlook 
its charged history. Rather, as anthropologists Charles Stewart and Ro-
salind Shaw (1994, 2) note, “embracing a term which has acquired—in 
some quarters— pejorative meanings can lead to a more challenging 
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critique of the assumptions on which  those meanings are based than can 
its mere avoidance.” In agreement with Stewart and Shaw, I specifically 
embrace the framework of syncretism to analyze the meeting and mix-
ing of Judaism and Buddhism in the United States. Syncretism remains 
the concept central to the interdisciplinary study of religious mixing and 
raises broader questions about issues of bound aries and power, befitting 
an examination of the transformative encounter between  these traditions. 
In this study, I broadly define syncretism as the mixing of vari ous ele-
ments (including practices, beliefs, identities, communities,  etc.) as-
sociated with diff er ent religious traditions.11

The use of syncretism as an analytic framework helps also to move 
sociologists of religion beyond the vari ous metaphors— salad bar re-
ligion, religion à la carte, or bricolage— often used to explain religious 
mixing in the United States.  These meta phors connote the idea that 
individuals pick and choose among religious options in highly individu-
alistic and idiosyncratic ways and that the pro cesses of religious mix-
ing are steeped in arbitrary choice and random ordering.12 This has led 
scholars to dismiss religious mixing as trifling and/or ephemeral, even 
as recent survey data have demonstrated the prevalence of religious mix-
ing in the United States.13 The framework of syncretism, as currently 
used in the lit er a ture, invites an analy sis of the cultural and structural 
pro cesses that shape religious mixing.

I also draw on the framework of syncretism to call attention to not only 
the presence but also the significance of religious mixing in the United 
States. The majority of the current work on syncretism emerges out of 
postcolonial contexts in the developing world, where religious blending 
holds harsh po liti cal or economic consequences. This has led syncretism 
to appear as a prob lem endemic to “traditional socie ties” in developing 
countries (see van der Veer 1994); it has created the impression among 
social scientists that religious mixing is not an impor tant facet of religion 
in the West, even though historians of American religion have long un-
derscored the significance of religious contact and exchange in the United 
States.14 Examining religious syncretism in the United States throws into 
relief the salience of fluidity and heterogeneity in American religion, par-
ticularly in the current era of “new religious pluralism.”15 In  doing so, it 
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challenges the dominant paradigm within sociology that suggests that 
religions adapt and change in this country by assimilating into the ma-
jority and taking on the characteristics and orga nizational forms of lib-
eral Protestantism.16 The central contribution of this book is to demon-
strate that minority religious traditions in the United States also 
reconfigure themselves by borrowing and integrating ele ments from each 
other through a pro cess  shaped by their specific social locations in so-
ciety. They do not just adapt to the majority, I show, but also to each other.

Bound aries, Power, and Authority

Studying the Jewish- Buddhist encounter in the United States raises the 
issue of bound aries, and where to draw the line around who is (and is 
not) a Jew and who is (and is not) a Buddhist. Scholars of both Jewish 
and Buddhist studies have perennially wrestled with  these definitions, 
without any agreed-on answers. Jewish studies scholars have long 
recognized that being Jewish is not only a  matter of religion— the tradi-
tional, matrilineal definition of Jewish identity founded on halacha 
( Jewish religious law)— but also a  matter of ancestry, ethnicity and cul-
tural background. In this study, I consider anyone a “Jew” who identifies 
as such, even if they are also an ordained Buddhist priest who maintains 
 little to no Jewish observance. In  doing so, I depart from the convention 
in Jewish studies not to include as Jews  those who have  adopted another 
religious tradition. I examine the spectrum of Jewish and Buddhist en-
gagements and identities, highlighting the involvement of both obser-
vant and “cultural” Jews in American Buddhist life, from the position of 
prominent Buddhist communal leaders (e.g., ordained monks, lamas, and 
roshis) to the position of casual meditators with  little to no involvement 
in the Buddhist community.

By deliberately drawing attention to a broad range of Jewish engage-
ments and identities, I seek to enlarge the historical analy sis of Ameri-
can Jewry by adopting a “dispersionist” approach to American Jewish 
history (Hollinger 2009).17 This dispersionist approach includes within 
its scope the lives of all American Jews regardless of their involvement 
with Jewish communal life and irrespective of their declared Jewishness. 
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American Jewish history has focused overwhelmingly on the stories and 
work of communal Jewry, organ izations and institutions that the public 
identify as Jewish, and activities of individuals who proclaim themselves 
Jewish and/or are so identified by non- Jews. In the chapters to follow, 
I include the stories of  those Jews who identify proudly and publicly as 
Jewish and  those who see their Jewishness as seemingly irrelevant in their 
lives. In  doing so, this book broadens the analytic scope of American Jew-
ish history to include stories of  those who have  little to no involvement 
in communal life. It stakes a claim that upbringing and inheritance are 
impossible to entirely cast off, and the social locations of our past give 
shape to the religious possibilities of our  future.

Buddhist studies scholars have similarly debated who counts as a Bud-
dhist in the United States and how to categorize the vari ous diff er ent 
Buddhist groups in this country.18 Over the past several de cades, schol-
ars have offered vari ous typologies using diff er ent criteria to categorize 
groups. Typically, they divide American Buddhists into two or three cat-
egories that distinguish between convert Buddhists, or  those whose 
ancestry is not Asian and whose religious heritage is not Buddhist (most 
“converts” have Eu ro pean American ancestry), and “heritage” or “eth-
nic” Buddhists, or  those who are typically immigrants and refugees from 
Asian Buddhist cultures, and their descendants. Although  these catego-
ries help somewhat to clarify the differences among the vari ous Bud-
dhist groups in this country, they often reify artificial bound aries and fail 
to capture the diversity of Buddhism in the United States. They also rarely 
map onto  people’s self- identifications and frequently reflect and repro-
duce unconscious white privilege and power.19

The respondents in the chapters to follow largely think about them-
selves as “American Buddhists”— and in turn, I consider them as such— 
even while recognizing that “American Buddhism” is not a singular 
entity.  These respondents do not view Buddhism as their inherited 
historic or ethnoreligious tradition, and few feel any connection to 
Buddhism as it is practiced and institutionalized in Asia. Rather,  these 
Jewish Buddhists identify with a Buddhism that was constituted in and 
adapted to the United States— a pro cess I describe in the chapters to 
follow. When I characterize Jewish Buddhists as a collective, I refer to 
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them as convert Buddhists— a label I recognize as imperfect for all the 
reasons mentioned above but also necessary for the descriptive purpose 
of labeling  those born in the United States who  were not raised Buddhist, 
yet  later came to identify or affiliate with Buddhism in some way.20

Related to the issue of bound aries is the issue of power, and who has 
the authority to exercise it over what counts as true, au then tic religion 
(be it Judaism or Buddhism) and the decision- making power to decide 
what counts as allowable religious mixing. The issue of power is particu-
larly impor tant to the history of Buddhism in the United States, where 
the  middle and upper- middle classes (including American Jews) have 
appropriated and recontextualized the tradition— and arguably exploited 
as well as fragmented it too—in order to commodify it and place it at the 
ser vice of their needs. At diff er ent times and in diff er ent contexts, the 
exchange and mixing of Jewish and Buddhist forms  will be shrouded in 
conflict, inherently unequal relations of power, and even the subjugation 
of ideologies and beliefs of Asian culture. When  these issues of power 
and dominance surface, I call them out, and explain their context and 
ramifications. Broadly speaking, however, the encounter between Judaism 
and Buddhism largely occurred in a context defined by the inevitable 
transformations that arise when religions collide and remake themselves 
in response to each other and, unlike the early relationship between 
Buddhism and Chris tian ity, was not mired in vio lence, missionization, or 
colonial oppression.21

Lastly, in narrowing in on  these inevitable transformations, one of the 
final contributions of this book is to both excavate and illuminate the role 
that American Jews played in the proj ect of Buddhist modernism. As 
Buddhist studies scholar David McMahan (2008, 6) has demonstrated, 
this proj ect— a complex set of historical processes— sought to bring Bud-
dhism into engagement with the dominant cultural and intellectual 
forces of modernity. In Eu rope and the United States, Buddhist modern-
izers have inserted the tradition into preexisting discourses and debates, 
interpreted it in terms of modern Western categories, and transformed it 
to accommodate to and/or resist Eu ro pean colonialism.  These Bud-
dhist modernists refashioned Buddhism in order to enhance its prestige 
and viability in an emerging global context (McMahan 2008, 70). 
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Throughout the chapters in this book, I discuss how American Jews, from 
Charles T. Strauss (1852–1937) in the nineteenth  century to Joseph 
Goldstein (1944–) a  century  later, sought to reinterpret Buddhism to 
make it compatible with the norms and expectations of US society.

The Study

My arguments unfold across seven chapters, divided into two sections. 
They emerge from over three years of ethnographic fieldwork and his-
torical research that I conducted about the relationship between Juda-
ism and Buddhism in the United States. This research included over 
eighty interviews with Jewish prac ti tion ers of Buddhism, both teachers 
and lay prac ti tion ers, as well as archival work and extensive participant 
observation that I conducted in vari ous Jewish and Buddhist medita-
tion centers in New  England, New York, and California.22

The first section of the book (chapters 1–4, or ga nized chronologically) 
provides the history of the Jewish- Buddhist encounter in the United 
States, describing the broad social and po liti cal forces that brought Jews 
into contact with Buddhism, and then  later Buddhism into contact 
with Judaism in the United States. Each chapter in this first section fo-
cuses on a specific time period from 1875 to  today, demonstrating the 
vari ous encounters between Buddhism and Judaism, and how American 
Jews have participated in the proj ect of Buddhist modernism. This first 
section is an examination of the broad historical pro cesses that sowed 
the seeds for con temporary forms of religious syncretism to occur. The 
second section of the book (chapters 5–7, or ga nized thematically) 
moves from history to ethnography, and looks at how the encounter 
between Judaism and Buddhism led to the creation of new syncretic 
practices, spiritual discourses, and identities, respectively.

The first chapter opens at the World’s Parliament of Religions in 1893 in 
Chicago, where Strauss— a wealthy haberdasher of Jewish descent— 
became the first person to convert to Buddhism on US soil. I tell 
Strauss’s story— and his work to modernize and transform Buddhism— 
while also laying out the spectrum of ways in which American Jews 
encountered and engaged with Buddhism in the late nineteenth  century 
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from about 1875 to 1924. Chapter 2 describes the second period of Jewish- 
Buddhist involvement in the United States that began in the 1920s. In 
this period, the intellectual engagement between Judaism and Buddhism 
persisted, but it became augmented by a growing appearance of solo 
American Jews— largely from wealthy and prominent families— who re-
ceived training by Asian teachers and pursued Buddhist practices in 
Asian- founded Buddhist groups. The chapter illustrates  these develop-
ments through the stories of three prominent Jewish Buddhist modern-
izers: Julius Goldwater, Samuel Lewis, and William Segal.

The third chapter describes the period of intensive Jewish- Buddhist 
engagement that occurred within the American Left, from about 1966 
to 1990. This chapter traces the trajectories that led many Jews in the sec-
ond half of the twentieth  century to Zen, insight meditation, and Ti-
betan traditions— three communities in which Jews have emerged as 
prominent teachers and leaders.23 I argue that through their prominent 
positions as Buddhist teachers, Jewish Americans participated in the 
modernization of Buddhism in the second half of the twentieth  century 
by elevating the practice of meditation, instilling within it an activist ethic, 
and increasing its psychotherapeutic orientation.

The fourth chapter describes the final period of Jewish- Buddhist ac-
tivity in the United States, from about 1991 to the pre sent. This chapter 
focuses on the involvement of American Jews, like Jon Kabat Zinn, in 
the promotion and popularization of a secular, psychotherapeutic Bud-
dhism beginning in the early 1990s. It then discusses the impor tant role 
that the Nathan Cummings Foundation played in creating new Jewish- 
Buddhist dialogues and systematically incorporating Buddhist ideas and 
practices into American Judaism.

In part II of the book (chapters 5–7), I move from the history of the 
Jewish- Buddhist encounter to an analy sis of the syncretism of Jewish 
Buddhist practices, discourses, and identities. The fifth chapter explores 
the development and contours of the syncretism of religious practice, ask-
ing how the practice of meditation spread from Buddhism into Judaism 
and how it was reconfigured along the way. I show how meditation moved 
from Buddhism into Judaism through a pro cess by which a prominent 
group of Jewish teachers and leaders de- emphasized its explic itly 
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Buddhist roots and repackaged it within a Jewish framework, thereby 
rendering it familiar and compelling, yet diff er ent and exotic to the Amer-
ican Jewish mainstream.

The sixth chapter probes the syncretism of spiritual discourse, asking 
how one group of Jewish Buddhists— those that I call the “spiritually 
enriched”— assign spiritual meaning to their Buddhist practices, and how 
that spiritual meaning in turn is charged with par tic u lar religious and po-
liti cal investments. This group of Jewish Buddhists maintains an active 
and practicing relationship to Judaism. They imagine Buddhism as an 
impor tant means to enhance their sense of spirituality and complement 
their Judaism. I highlight four central frames of spirituality that emerged 
from my conversations with  these respondents. Fi nally, the last chapter 
explores the syncretism of religious identities, investigating how Jewish 
Buddhists understand and narrate their relationships to both traditions. 
It draws on an analy sis of thirty- two interviews with Jewish- born “Bud-
dhist converts,” or  those who have turned their hearts and minds  toward 
the teachings and practices of the Buddha and maintain a cultural iden-
tification with Judaism. I explain how respondents emphasize that they 
view their Jewish identities as ascribed and cultural and their Buddhist 
identities as achieved and enacted. I then describe four approaches that 
 these Jewish Buddhists take to integrating their two identities into one 
syncretic Jewish Buddhist identity.

Fi nally, I conclude this book by discussing the broad threads that have 
carried through the history of the encounter in the United States between 
Judaism and Buddhism. I offer vari ous speculations about why so many 
American Jews are attracted to Buddhism and provide a typology of three 
types of Jewish Buddhists in the United States. I also revisit the question 
of bound aries, power, and authority. The preeminent theologian Harvey 
Cox (1973, 121) once wrote that “few faiths ever escape modification when 
they collide or interact with  others. Most profit from such encounters.” 
My goal in  these chapters is not to make an argument about who does 
and does not benefit from the encounter between Judaism and Buddhism 
but rather to describe how both traditions— and their  people, organ-
izations, discourses, and practices— were transformed as a result of 
their meeting.
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