
Buddha-Dhamma in Israel

Explicit Non-Religious and Implicit 
Non-Secular Localization of Religion

Joseph Loss

ABSTRACT: This article describes and analyzes aspects of non-religious
and non-secular translation and localization of a world religious tradition
in the contemporary post-secular globalized period. The case under
consideration is the recent phenomenon of Jewish-Israeli adoption of
Buddha-Dhamma (the path of the Buddha). The article presents ethno-
graphic as well as quantitative data to highlight two seemingly opposing
practices regarding religion and secularism. On the one hand Israeli
practitioners reject religious identity by explicitly distinguishing Dhamma
from the Buddhist religion. Nevertheless on specific occasions they
combine their Dhamma practice with Jewish symbols and customs. Thus,
they reject implicitly secular identity as well. These simultaneous and
seemingly contrasting practices have several consequences: they reaffirm
local national identity that is entangled with local Jewish religion; they
cultivate a cosmopolitan identity; and finally they religionize global
others, specifically Buddhist Asians.

When I first made contact with the leaders of the Israel Vipassana
Trust I presented myself as a researcher of Buddhism in Israel
and asked for their permission to do fieldwork in their organ-

ization. After taking the basic ten-day course of the Israel Vipassana Trust
and thus officially becoming an “old student,”1 I was invited to an admin-
istrative meeting of the Trust’s board on 28 August 2004. There I was
introduced by Eilona Ariel, the local head teacher, as an old student and
as a researcher of Buddhism. Then she added immediately, “We don’t fit
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in this category [of Buddhists]. We are completely the opposite.”2 My heart
missed a beat. I was puzzled. Did this put an end to my research? Later she
explained to me that the Israel Vipassana Trust stresses a distinction
between Buddhism as a religion and what they teach—Buddha-Dhamma.3

She declared, “Twenty-four hours a day, I breathe the path of the Buddha,
but I am not religious, and I do not define myself as a Buddhist.” I was
relieved to hear that the only demand in relation to my research was to
erase any appearance of the words “Buddhism” and “Buddhist” from the
questionnaire I wanted to distribute to the Israel Vipassana Trust’s practi-
tioners. My suggestion to replace the word “Buddhism” with the word
“Dhamma” was accepted. 

In this article I analyze the Israeli adoption of Buddha-Dhamma (the
path of the Buddha) as a test case for a non-religious and non-secular
mode of localization of a religious tradition in times of globalization. I
lay out four reasons that are commonly expressed in the rhetoric of the
Israeli practitioners for their rejection of the religious label. Each of
these reasons that cleanse the Dhamma of its Buddhist religious con-
notations is further contextualized. I argue that simultaneous merging
of Dhamma practice with Jewish symbols and customs is also taking
place. However, my aim is not to argue that the practitioners are reli-
gious after all, since for contemporary non-religious Jewish-Israelis
Jewish symbols and customs do not take on purely religious meanings,
but rather carry mainly national significance. 

Various types of global Buddhism have flourished in Western coun-
tries since the 1970s.4 They reached Israel during the late 1980s and
early 1990s and the number of mainly Jewish-Israeli recent enthusiasts
continues to grow.5 While this phenomenon may be classified as a new
or alternative religious movement in Israel, most Israeli Dhamma prac-
titioners do not see their identities, practices and associations as being
religious. They claim that they practice Dhamma rather than Buddhism,
or that Buddhism is not a religion. (Those who say that they practice
Dhamma distinguish between Buddhism as a religion and Dhamma as
not religious. Those who say they practice Buddhism refer to Buddhism
as not religious.) In order to avoid forcing etic concepts on the subjects
of my study, I refer to them here as Dhamma practitioners rather than as
practitioners of Buddhism. In view of the fact that most Israeli practi-
tioners share similar class, ethnic, national and religious backgrounds, I
argue that the heart of the issue is a matter of local and global politics of
self-identification, rather than a philosophical dispute over the true defi-
nition of religion or Buddhism. Rather than refuting or affirming the
practitioners’ self-presentation, I am more interested in understanding it
in terms of answering the following two questions: synchronically, how
may this attitude be located in broader global and local contexts?
Diachronically, where does it stand in relation to the changing dynamics
involving religion, secularism and nationality? 
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The answers I offer are based on multi-sited anthropological field-
work carried out sporadically during 2001 and 2002 and extensively
between October 2003 and February 2005.

JEWISH NATIONALITY AND RELIGION IN ISRAEL

Theories of secularization are heterogeneous, yet they are predi-
cated on a fundamental contrast and tension between the religious and
the secular as two extremes on a continuum.6 This contrast appropri-
ated ethnic characteristics throughout Zionist history. Yehouda Shenhav
shows convincingly that while for Ashkenazi Jews—namely Jews of
Central or Eastern European origin—the Jewish national movement
was entwined with a revolt against the Jewish religion, Mizrahi Jews—
mainly Jews of Middle Eastern and Muslim countries7—were mobilized
to the national movement via the Jewish religion.8 Thus, while Ashkenazi
identity was secularized, Mizrahi identity was religionized by the Zionist
ideology. To this day social gaps on material as well as symbolic levels
persist between Ashkenazi and Mizrahi Jews in Israel.9

Yehuda Goodman and Yossi Yonah offer three “moments” marking
the unfolding of relations between religion and secularism in Israel since
its establishment in 1948.10 The first thirty years were characterized by the
aspiration to free dominant secular Zionist ideology from Jewish religious
traces. While researchers, politicians and public opinion consider the
public sphere during these years as being secular, Goodman and Yonah
claim that religion and secularism were closely interrelated. Jewish reli-
gion supplied the symbolic reservoir from which the national community
derived its collective memory, language, holidays and norms of behavior.
However, the hybridization of nationality and religion was masked so that
modern Jewish nationality could be imagined as secular.11

The second moment, since the mid-1970s, was characterized by “the
return of the repressed”—religion. It saw a public sphere that showed more
positive attitudes toward Jewish religious traditions. The political engage-
ment of Ultra-Orthodox Jews and of nationalist-religious Jews increased,
and in the early 1980s a Mizrahi Ultra-Orthodox party—Shas—emerged. 

The third moment, beginning in the early 1990s, is characterized by the
operation of several social forces, such as various New Age spiritual groups
and Jewish religious-secular groups that have aimed at exploring the pos-
sibilities dormant in Jewish texts of both traditions, which have problema-
tized the accepted categories of religion and secularism in Israel.12 The
Buddha-Dhamma is one of these problematizing social forces. 

FROM MODERN BUDDHISM TO ISRAELI DHAMMA

Most of what is known today in the West and in Israel as Buddhism
is the outcome of reforms that modernized and revived Buddhism in
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nineteenth-century Asia in response to colonial and Christian missionary
influences.13 The result of this revival was labeled by researchers as “mod-
ern” or “Protestant” Buddhism.14 These reforms narrowed the lay-monk
hierarchy, transferred religious authority and responsibility to individual
interiority, and served to empower the colonized in Sri Lanka and Burma
by presenting the local ancient tradition as rational, scientific, and there-
fore advanced, compared to the religion of the colonizers. Even in
Thailand, which was not under direct colonial rule, the king-monk
Mongkut (1804–1868) initiated reformation of Buddhism through a
focus on scriptures, intellectualism, euhemerism, positive rationalism,
sectarianism and popularization.15 A similar revival process took place in
Japan as well.16 In Sri Lanka, where Westerners had a crucial part in
modernizing Buddhism,17 a hierarchical distinction between “true” mod-
ern Buddhism of the urban elite and “false” traditional Buddhism of the
villagers evolved. However, Richard Gombrich and Martin Southwold
refute these elite conceptions and explain the assumed differences in
terms of social distinctions and identity construction.18

A parallel distinction, yet not always judgmental and pejorative, is
discussed by scholars as the “two Buddhisms” thesis. This thesis dif-
ferentiates on several levels Asian Buddhist immigrants from Western
Buddhists, who might use the same center or temple at different times
for different purposes and thus form parallel communities that hardly
cross each other’s paths.19 A variant of this distinction apparent in the
Israeli Dhamma scene will be explicated below.

Several local branches of global Dhamma networks were established
in Israel over the last twenty years, and the scope of their activity has
increased steadily. In 2005 twenty-three independent organizations, cen-
ters, groups and teachers were active.20 Two of the three largest local
organizations—the Israel Vipassana Trust21 and Tovana22—follow
Theravada practices and teach mainly vipassana. The third—Dharma
Friends of Israel23—features mainly Tibetan traditions. The Israel
Vipassana Trust is the local node of a growing international network of
more than 150 associations in dozens of countries that follow the S. N.
Goenka (b. 1924) tradition.24 Tovana is linked to a looser network of
Western centers and teachers, such as the Insight Meditation Society in
the United States and Gaya House in Britain.25 Dharma Friends is asso-
ciated with the Foundation for the Preservation of Mahayana Tradition,
which is an international association of more than 130 centers of
Tibetan Buddhism worldwide as well as monasteries, clinics, hospices
and prison programs.26

The focus of the activities of the three local organizations, the main
rationale for their existence, and accordingly the principal medium
through which the path of the Buddha is localized in Israel, is what I will
call “Dhamma courses.”27 A Dhamma course is an event that takes place
in a secluded site in the countryside to which a few dozen men and
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women withdraw for a period of several days or more. During the course
they study Dhamma and train in meditation within the framework of a
well-planned program under the guidance of experienced teachers.
These courses typically are characterized by silence, non-action and
long periods of meditation practice with some Dhamma talks. 

Although my research was mainly ethnographic, quantitative data
was also accumulated through the receipt of 435 completed question-
naires (116 for Israel Vipassana Trust; 166 for Tovana; and 153 for
Dharma Friends of Israel). The questionnaires were distributed among
practitioners at the beginning or end of courses with high return rates—
79.1 percent for the Trust; 58.8 percent for Tovana; and 54.9 percent for
Dharma Friends.28 Some participants in these courses do not continue
practicing meditation after their first course and never return for addi-
tional courses.29 This article focuses exclusively on those who partici-
pated in more than one course, which I take as a sign of meaningful
adoption of the Dhamma. I estimate their number to be roughly 6,000
Israelis,30 mostly Jewish.31

SELF-IDENTIFICATION AS NOT RELIGIOUS

The findings I collected show that 89.9 percent of the Dhamma prac-
titioners do not consider themselves Buddhists or even Jewish-Buddhists
(99.1 percent for the Trust; 92.2 percent for Tovana; and 80.4 percent for
Dharma Friends). The extremely high percentage of Israel Vipassana
Trust’s practitioners who reject the religious Buddhist identity is proba-
bly a result of explicit indoctrination by Goenka’s global network against
viewing vipassana as a religious practice. Yet, the Israeli Dhamma scene
is characterized by the fact that the Israel Vipassana Trust is the most pop-
ular local Dhamma organization.32 The Israel Vipassana Trust often pro-
vides the first encounter with the Dhamma for many practitioners who
move to other traditions. Therefore, its local influence stretches beyond
the recurring participants in its own courses. It is interesting to note that
according to Michal Pagis, “the demand for [Goenka’s] vipassana courses
in Israel was the highest [compared to other Goenka centers] in the
world when compared to the size of the population.”33

Several researchers of Buddhism beyond Buddhist Asia have noted
that some practitioners of non-Buddhist origin, not necessarily Goenka
followers, express similar reluctance, although there is a significantly
greater percentage of Israelis who reject Buddhist religious identity.
Cristina Rocha reported that almost 48 percent of the Brazilian practi-
tioners she studied defined themselves as Buddhists.34 Phil Henry found
that 79 percent of the British practitioners he investigated consider
themselves to be converted Buddhists,35 and James Coleman observed
that two-thirds of the American practitioners who returned his ques-
tionnaires declared themselves Buddhists.36
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While in Coleman’s study, his North American respondents practiced
Buddhism for an average of 9.5 years, most of the Israelis I surveyed had
a shorter period of experience with Buddha-Dhamma.37 Therefore, the
shorter history of Buddha-Dhamma in Israel may serve as a possible
explanation for the difference. Indeed, I identified a positive correlation
between seniority in the Dhamma and self-identification as a Buddhist
or a Jewish-Buddhist. Yet this explanation is hardly sufficient because,
when considering only the veteran Israeli practitioners who on average
are as senior as Coleman’s respondents, a mere 0 percent of the Israel
Vipassana Trust practitioners, 5 percent of the Tovana practitioners,
and 18.5 percent of the Dharma Friends practitioners self-identified as
Buddhists or Jewish-Buddhists. 

In the following discussion I present four common justifications that
are employed by Israeli practitioners for disassociating Buddha-Dhamma
from religion. I contextualize these justifications in local and global politics
of self-identification.

DHAMMA INCLUDES NO GOD

Shoshana is a fifty-year-old Tovana practitioner who lives with her
children in a village in the north of the country. She expressed a theme
common to many practitioners when she told me: “I know that in the
East, in Tibetan Buddhism, and in other places as well, it took a religious
turn—rituals and ceremonies—but even there, God is absent.”38

This understanding of religion as based on a unique creator God
must be read in its monotheistic Jewish context, taking Jewish identity
as a national-religious complex into special account. Mainstream Jewish
monotheism does not offer the option of belonging to two different reli-
gious traditions. Moreover, the exclusiveness of the Jewish tradition is
strengthened by Israeli nationalism. According to Zionist ideology and
Israeli law, national and religious Jewish identities are practically co-
extensive. Thus, the Law of Return grants each Jewish person the right
to Israeli citizenship. Changing one’s religious identification is charged
in the Jewish-Israeli collective imagination by traumatic conversion sto-
ries, some conversions being forced as in the case of the Jews (Anusim)
of fifteenth-century Spain who converted to Christianity,39 or even
worse, some being intentional as in the case of the seventeenth-century
false Messiah— Shabbatai Zvi—who converted to Islam with some of his
followers. These conversions involve uprooting from the national com-
munity and possible estrangement from nuclear families. Thus, down-
playing the religious aspects of Buddha-Dhamma allows Jewish-Israeli
practitioners to reduce the threat to their communal and familial sense
of belonging. This is not to say practitioners hide their Buddhist iden-
tities to escape social exclusion. Rather, they voluntarily enact an exclu-
sive national-religious perspective. 
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Although Jewish boundaries are drawn by birth and thus seem
stronger than others, national concern around the religious identity of
the majority is propagated in other contexts as well.40 Esra Özyürek has
studied the phobia aroused in contemporary Germany by German con-
verts to Islam and in Turkey by Turkish converts to Christianity.41

Although the adoption of Buddha-Dhamma in Israel is not considered
by the practitioners to be a religious conversion, and although it is not
as politically charged as conversion to Christianity in Turkey and con-
version to Islam in Germany, the three cases represent different patterns
of national phobia toward religious conversion. 

LABELING IS CONSTRICTING

Israeli practitioners often say they do not like to define themselves,
especially when it comes to religion. On the completed questionnaires
received, the most common answer to the question concerning reli-
gious identification was: “Jewish” (68.1 percent for the Trust; 69.3 for
Tovana; and 64.1 percent for Dharma Friends). This question is com-
mon in various surveys to distinguish between Jews and non-Jews (espe-
cially Arabs), rather than to indicate religious beliefs or practices. The
massive influx to Israel of hundreds of thousands of non-Jewish immi-
grants eligible for citizenship under the Law of Return since 1989 was
welcomed because they were not Arabs and could be used as an efficient
tool to counter the “Arab demographic threat.”42 The fact that they
were Christians was far less important. If a person answers “Jewish” on
a questionnaire it points mainly to national identity rather than to
religious beliefs or practices. The second most popular answer to this
question on my questionnaire was actually a cluster of general and
open-ended answers such as: “none,” “not religious,” “?,” “universal,”
“all,” “person,” “love,” or refusal to answer the question: 21.4 percent
(29.3 percent for the Trust; 21.1 for Tovana; and 15.7 for Dharma
Friends). A Dhammic rationalization of this inconclusive attitude rests
on the claim that Shakyamuni Buddha taught a path that releases
from restricting labels. In this vein, the practitioners frequently dismiss
“concepts,” stressing that concepts misrepresent reality and are limited
to conventional perceptions, which by definition are set apart from
“the absolute truth.” Language is based upon categorization and con-
sequently fragments reality into separate, independent phenomena,
whereas realizing “truth” has to do with the continuous interconnectivity
of all phenomena. Accordingly Shoshanna, the practitioner mentioned
earlier, articulated her position as paradoxical in an interview at her
home on 19 December 2003: 

If I define myself as Buddhist, I contradict myself.... I might say that I
have undergone Israeli, East European, secular, kibbutz, Hashomer

Nova Religio

90

NR1304_05  3/18/10  3:23 PM  Page 90



Hatsair conditionings.43 These are the conditionings of my upbringing.
Should I get into another set of Buddhist conditionings? Why should I?
I don’t want conditionings! For me Buddhism is the ability to see reality
with no conditioning.

However, the practitioners’ unwillingness to commit to a clear reli-
gious self-definition, although based philosophically in their under-
standing of Buddha-Dhamma, has to do also with their social and cultural
status. Although it is rarely expressed in these terms, the practitioners’
efforts to maintain fluid identities are analogous to processes of self-
invention in other cultural and social settings. Jonathan Friedman’s cat-
egories of “global” and “local” classes, and Zygmunt Bauman’s categories
of the “tourist,” “vagabond” and “consumer/traveler” may be helpful in
grounding the practitioners’ rationalizations in a broader sociological
perspective.44

The world today, argues Friedman, moves toward strengthening of
homogeneous ethnic identities. Friedman distinguishes globals, who self-
identify as boundary-crossing hybrids, from locals, who emphasize dis-
tinct ethnic identities as a survival strategy in ethnically mixed poor
ghettos. However, he stresses that precisely through the self-identifica-
tion of globals as boundary-crossing, they carry and reinforce the idea
of former essentialist identities that are separated by the crossed bound-
aries. The globals’ ability to transgress boundaries and to appropriate
eclectic hybrid identities is conditioned by the intensification of the
homogeneity of the locals’ identities. 

From a different angle, Bauman contends that in the current globaliz-
ing world, freedom of movement is the critical stratifying factor, and it gen-
erates two groups at opposing poles of a continuum—the tourists and the
vagabonds. The tourists enjoy freedom of movement and move out of attrac-
tion and free will. They feel at home away from home in luxury hotels. The
vagabonds, on the other hand, are not allowed to travel, but nevertheless
they are pushed to move. They never feel at home and are always on the run
in a survival hunt for low-paid temporary jobs. While the vagabond is the
nightmare of the tourist, the tourist is the fantasy of the vagabond. Bauman
mentions only briefly the in-between category of consumer/traveler, which
represents the majority of Westerners.45 He characterizes them as experi-
encing a permanent feeling of insecurity regarding their social status. I will
expand below on this category and claim that the in-between status of the
consumer/traveler allows other experiences as well.

My statistical data, reinforced by fieldwork impressions, indicate that
middle-class, educated Ashkenazi Jews have a higher representation
among Israeli Dhamma practitioners than their share in the larger Jewish-
Israeli population.46 Most of the Dhamma practitioners can be classified
as consumer/traveler members of the global classes, rather than as
tourists, vagabonds or locals. They share with the tourist the freedom of
movement to some extent, and with the vagabond, a certain sense of
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alienation from the local culture. While tourists avoid engaging with the
local culture other than watching staged performances, and while
vagabonds are forced to negotiate with the local culture as they look for
the cheapest way to survive, the consumer/travelers are curious explor-
ers of particular aspects of other cultures. They weave new cultural
threads adopted from other ways of life into their own lives in an ongo-
ing process of cosmopolitan self-invention. Becoming a cosmopolitan
means becoming competent, willing and free to engage with other cul-
tures under situated conditions.47

With this analysis in mind, the reluctance of Israeli Dhamma practi-
tioners to commit to one exclusive identity becomes clearer. Such a com-
mitment would limit their sense of freedom.48 This reluctance enables the
practitioners to develop cosmopolitan identities as Dhamma practitioners. 

NEGATIVE IMAGE OF RELIGION

The third justification for denying the religiosity of Buddha-
Dhamma practice is related to local identification of religiosity with
seemingly primitive, non-Western and non-modern groups. The com-
mon perception of religion among Israeli Dhamma practitioners is of a
ritualized, institutionalized, traditional, communal and oppressive blind
faith, which divides people, incites communities against one another
and justifies arrogance. 

Ronnen, an artist and kibbutz member in his early thirties, wrote in
the questionnaire regarding his religious identity: “I was born Jewish but
I am not naïve.”49 Ganit, a 31-year-old student and a former kibbutz
member, told me that it was only on the eighth day of her first basic ten-
day Goenka course that she realized that vipassana is part of the Buddha’s
teachings. She added that until then her view of the Buddha was con-
nected to “the negative image of statues that are always there, and also
that it is something that is admired like some god or something.”50

Such disparagement of religiosity is part of the secular middle-class
Ashkenazi habitus. Striking evidence of this can be seen in the results of
the 2003 elections, in which the party that enjoyed the sharpest growth
in the history of political representation in Israel, almost tripling its
power, was Shinui (The Secular and Middle-Class Party). This sharp
rise in votes should be seen against the backdrop of the earlier impres-
sive rise in popularity of Shas (The Worldwide Sephardic Association of
Torah Keepers), a Mizrahi Ultra-Orthodox party. Shinui’s agenda was
almost solely, in its own terminology, to oppose “religious coercion.”
Shinui’s self-image as secular was closely related to its negativity towards
religious Mizrahi Shas, rather than towards Jewish Ultra-Orthodox parties
in general, and thus was tainted by ethnic prejudice.51

The adoption of an Asian tradition by secular Ashkenazi Israelis
may seem to contradict such biased attitudes against representatives of
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non-Western cultures. However, Israeli vipassana practitioners often dis-
tinguish between the “universal and non-religious” Dhamma as non-
Asians practice it, and the “cultural and religious” Buddhism as lived by
lay Asians, whether in Asia or in the West.52 The first is considered indi-
vidual, rational, practical, non-ritualistic and profound, while the latter
is characterized as communal, ritualistic, non-rational and superficial.
Asian monks and nuns are considered to be guardians of the “true”
Dhamma, although in some cases even they are viewed as followers of
the “distorted” Buddhism. 

Although Israeli Dhamma practitioners are often critical of aspects of
contemporary Western culture, such as consumerism, and its alienation
from “nature,” the Buddha-Dhamma arrives in Israel through Western
mediation on several levels. The visiting teachers are often of Western
descent and the language of teaching, whether in person, written or
recorded, is primarily English. The English form of central terms, such
as meditation (meditatsia), retreat and altar, are in daily use in Hebrew,
and the name of the association that was the harbinger of the current
phase of Buddha-Dhamma in Israel—Tovana—is the Hebrew transla-
tion of the English translation of vipassana, namely “insight.” But more
profoundly, Western mediation of the Buddha-Dhamma is felt in the
dominant interpretation of the Buddhist tradition as being compatible
with science and the scientific method. For example, Goenka repeatedly
uses “science” as a source of authority: “Modern scientists have con-
firmed the findings of the Buddha, and have proved by experiment that
the entire material universe is composed of subatomic particles which
rapidly arise and pass away.”53 In order to become a Buddha, “Siddhattha
Gotama...started observing reality within the framework of his body like
a research scientist.”54 Thus, Israeli practitioners’ critical stance regard-
ing aspects of Western culture is experienced by them as a just and nec-
essary reflexive criticism, scientific and universally valid, articulated by
them as modern, non-religious Westerners who are part of a wider global
community, and are set apart from religious Asian Buddhists. 

THE AUTHORITY OF ASIAN TEACHERS

Lastly, the Israeli practitioners find support for their perception of
the Buddha-Dhamma as non-religious in the position taken by Asian
teachers who are perceived as being the authentic gatekeepers of the
Dhamma. These teachers and their direct Western disciples often quote
an ancient Buddhist text—the Kalama Sutta in the Pali Canon(as giving
the following advice from the Buddha:

Yes, Kalamas, it is proper that you have doubt. . . . Now, look you
Kalamas, do not be led by reports, or tradition, or hearsay. Be not led by
the authority of religious texts, nor by mere logic or inference, nor by
considering appearances, nor by the delight in speculative opinions,
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nor by seeming possibilities, nor by the idea: “this is our teacher.” But,
O Kalamas, when you know for yourselves that certain things are
unwholesome, and wrong, and bad, then give them up. . . . And when
you know for yourselves that certain things are wholesome and good,
then accept them and follow them.55

The Kalama Sutta highlights the autonomous and independent indi-
vidual, and undermines collectivism and traditional authority, which are
usually ascribed to established religions, including the Buddhism of the
Asian masses. It seems to point to individualism prior to modernity as
characterizing the authentic Buddha-Dhamma, which the Asian masses
and possibly even some current Buddhist institutions have missed.56

However, taking into account the nineteenth-century modern revival of
Buddhism places the individualistic claims as well as the Asian teachers
themselves in their proper colonial-historical context. This historical
positioning highlights the fact that these teachers and their individual-
istic messages are, to a great extent, products of the modern revival. 

Goenka and his followers, who represent one of the developments of
the modern revival, articulate their message’s superiority over other
Buddhist traditions along several lines of argumentation. First, Goenka
asserts that it is only in Burma that the Buddha’s instructions for
meditation were saved in their “pure form,” whereas in other Asian
countries they were distorted as a result of contamination by local cultural
elements.57 Second, Goenka and his followers often claim that only
their rigorous Dhamma practice can promise true “full enlightenment”;
Buddhist cultural practices that are easier will achieve only superficial
benefits.58 Additionally, by stressing the “scientific” nature of Dhamma,
Goenka asserts universal applicability, positivist legitimacy and a claim to
objective truth. It is customary for Goenka’s followers to say that reli-
gious lay Asian Buddhists are satisfied with collecting merit through
giving donations to monks and nuns and participating in futile rituals;
unlike non-Asian Dhamma practitioners, lay Asians seldom meditate.
Therefore, to say that Israel Vipassana Trust’s practitioners are not
Buddhists and do not practice Buddhism is for the practitioners the best
evidence that they are the most genuine disciples of the Buddha.59

Buddhism was modernized in several Asian localities in response to
colonial Christian European influence in the nineteenth century.
Later, this modern Buddhism was presented in a post-colonial context
to non-Asian practitioners as an authentic long-forgotten practice.
Such historical processes may be described as a game of mirrors in
which “the Orient” and “the West” reflect each other and thrown back
at each other.

At this point, a specific difference between the vipassana associa-
tions and the Dharma Friends of Israel should be noted. A larger per-
centage of the Dharma Friends compared to the vipassana associations’
practitioners self-identify as Buddhists or as Jewish-Buddhists. Also, while
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the two vipassana associations invite only lay teachers, almost all of the
teachers that are invited by the Dharma Friends are nuns, monks and
lamas in Tibetan lineages (for example, Venerable Thubten Chodron,
Pema Dorje Rinpoche, Venerable Robina Courtin, Venerable Rita
Riniker, Venerable Tenzin Josh, and Venerable Antonio Satta). Also,
Dharma Friends retreats are accompanied by Tibetan symbolic acces-
sories. These include rituals, prayers and specific Tibetan meditative
practices involving visualization of deities. Therefore, some vipassana
practitioners regard the Dharma Friends as religious and the Israel
Vipassana Trust as non-religious. Nevertheless, most Dharma Friends,
including those who participate in rituals and identify as Buddhists, do
not consider their practices as being religious. Many of them interpret
these as mind-training practices. I will demonstrate this by reporting
below a reflection of a Dharma Friend on the Israeli adoption of Tibetan
(and not only Tibetan) cultural customs. 

The participants in courses organized by Dharma Friends or by the
Israel Vipassana Trust (but not by Tovana) are instructed at the begin-
ning of each course not to point their feet towards the teacher’s seat,
whether the teacher is present or not. In an interview, I asked Orna
about the source of this custom. Orna is a 50-year-old therapist who has
been practicing Tibetan Buddhism for several years and has taken some
courses in the Goenka tradition as well. She is divorced, her children are
grown, and she lives by herself in a large city. 

Orna: It’s just a custom. It’s a cultural issue.
Joseph: A cultural issue? The monk is English and we are Israelis?
Orna: Because we all accept and adhere to the Tibetan cultural issues.
Because we don’t distinguish between the Dharma and the Tibetan cul-
ture . . . it is easier to accept it in one piece, including the prostrations. . . .
I can see that the prostrations produce the desired effect. . . . [A]ll these,
the ceremonies and the rituals, I see them as instruments . . . tools made
to direct you and your mind in a specific direction. But they are not the
only possible way. . . . [I]t is possible to develop something else . . . and
there are people who don’t like to invent the wheel. And even people who
like to [invent the wheel], like myself, don’t necessarily have to do it all the
time. . . . Lama Yeshe said many times: leave the Tibetan issues aside. . . .
[T]ake the Buddhist essence and instill it into your own culture. . . . [I]n
principle I think he is correct to separate [the essence of Dhamma from
the Tibetan culture] . . . [yet] to implement it is very complicated. . . .60

Orna expresses the unrelenting tension that is experienced by
Dharma Friends. They perceive their modern outlook deficient. Yet
their middle-class non-religious habitus limits their ability to embrace
this Asian religious tradition with its complete array of ritual practices
and beliefs. Still, the Tibetan monks, nuns and lamas are seen as mag-
nificent sources of inspiration and extraordinary role models.
Therefore, the devotion that lay Tibetans express toward their religious
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leaders, such as the Dalai Lama and others, is appreciated by Dharma
Friends. The nuns, monks and lamas testify to the effectiveness of
Tibetan meditative and ritual practices in developing the virtues of
patience, generosity, modesty, flexibility and openness that are impres-
sively modeled by them. These virtues are considered to be beneficial in
daily life, helpful in awakening the mind, and the result of an awakened
state of mind. Dharma Friends use their individual judgment to trans-
late creatively the teachings and implement them appropriately in their
culture, language, customs, habits and ways of life. Unable to locate the
precise line that demarcates useful practice from so called useless sup-
plements, they often use the strategy of suspension of disbelief, based on
their confidence in the teachers’ positive intentions and on their own
positive experiences resulting from continued practice. At any moment
they may pause and check their newly adopted practices against their
experienced efficacy. 

Thus, Dharma Friends display an ambivalent and flexible approach
toward what others might see as religious customs. Their instrumental
attitude somewhat neutralizes the sacred aura of the so-called religious
rituals. 

NON-RELIGIOUS YET NON-SECULAR

After all that has been said so far, the denial of the religious label
does not necessarily mean taking a secular position by default. Israeli
Dhamma practitioners hardly ever refer to themselves as secular in their
daily discourse. This was reflected also in the answers to the question-
naire in which a mere 2 percent chose to include the word “secular” in
their answers to the question regarding their religion. Furthermore,
they often view religious individuals of different faiths( Jews and non-
Jews alike(as people who walk different yet parallel spiritual paths.
According to this view, both Dhamma practitioners and religious people
aim at insights that scientific work, conventional language and popular
materialistic consumer culture cannot provide. Both rely on ancient
wisdom handed down through the ages and aim to act in the world
based on realization of ultimate truth, and both feel they hold existen-
tial theories that can explain any discomfort. Material comfort has also
given way somewhat in the lives of Dhamma practitioners to existential
contemplation and derivative daily practices. 

Moreover, Dhamma practitioners combine Jewish symbols and cus-
toms with their Dhamma practice. The Day of Atonement (Yom
Kippur), the holiest day of the Jewish calendar, can serve as a paradig-
matic example for the combination of Dhamma and Judaism. Secular
Israeli Jews on the whole spend this day, when motor vehicles are virtu-
ally absent from the streets and roads and all businesses are closed, as an
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extra day of vacation and relaxation within walking or cycling distance
from home. However, since 2003 Dharma Friends have conducted a spe-
cial retreat on Yom Kippur. That year the retreat was guided by a Tibetan
nun of American origin. After arriving at the retreat site all participants
registered, were assigned beds in specific rooms, and deposited their cel-
lular phones and car keys, as in any other retreat. But this time they had
also to inform the managers whether they intended to fast according to
Jewish law, take Buddhist vows, or eat as usual. At the opening talk of the
retreat the Israeli manager said that the ritual of taking precepts was usu-
ally conducted before dawn and the vows were valid until next sunrise.61

Due to explicit request by the organizers, the nun agreed to adjust the
ritual timing to the Day of Atonement, and the period of keeping the
vows was set from sunset to sunset. Thus, a space was created for the prac-
titioners to combine Buddhist and Jewish meanings in their personal and
collective activities as they wished. Interestingly, Dharma Friends called
it “purification day,” aiming at a Buddhist as well as Jewish aspiration for
personal purity.

The Israel Vipassana Trust conducts ten-day courses every two weeks
throughout the year. Due to the condition of the rented site and the
growing demand for courses, every possible period is used for voluntary
repair and maintenance work. Only three days are available to fix and
prepare the site between courses. The Day of Atonement of 2004
occurred during such a maintenance period. In spite of the urgent
need for repair, and although the course site is remote from any settle-
ment, and its clientele is typically not religious Jews, the practitioners
avoided working during the Day of Atonement. The day was devoted to
meditation, reading of recommended texts and listening to video-
recorded Dhamma talks. 

In recent years, Tovana also conducts retreats that combine themes
common to Dhamma and Yom Kippur such as forgiveness and fasting.
These retreats are exceptionally overbooked. “Judaism and Buddhism”
was the title of a study weekend held by Tovana on June 2004 explicitly
intended to find affinities between the traditions. The success of the
event, at which three of the four speakers were religious Jews, led to a
follow-up event. Moreover, in every event organized by Tovana that
occurs on Friday, a Jewish ritual of “Welcoming the Sabbath” (Kabbalat
Shabbat) takes place and almost all the participants join in. In the course
I attended in August 2006, Stephen Fulder, the senior Israeli teacher,
guided the ritual while wearing a large Jewish skullcap (kippah). In his
sermon he made an analogy between the vipassana course and the
Sabbath. In both, he said, any activity is halted. 

Thus, while rejecting explicitly the religious label, Israeli Dhamma
practitioners reject implicitly the secular label by combining religious
Jewish symbols and customs with their Dhamma practice. 
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CONCLUSION: PURIFYING NATIONALITY 
AND COSMOPOLITAN HYBRIDIZATION

Israeli Dhamma practitioners reject the religious label in relation
to their practice and defend this rejection using four justifications:
Buddha-Dhamma includes no creator god; conceptual labeling such as
any religious identity is understood as obscuring reality and therefore
contradicts Dhamma; religion is based upon rituals, institutions, blind
faith and divisions while Dhamma is not; and respected Asian teachers
present Dhamma as non-religious. In addition, I explained the incli-
nation to reject the religious label using four contextual arguments:
the internalized threat of exclusion due to the link of national and reli-
gious identity; the inclination of contemporary educated middle-class
persons to construct an open-ended identity; the association of reli-
gion with Asian subjects; and late colonial heritage. Furthermore,
although Israeli Dhamma practitioners purify their identities of reli-
giosity, they also hybridize their Dhamma practice with Jewish symbols
and customs. 

The rejection by Dhamma practitioners of religious aspects of
Buddhism relaxes specific national-religious Jewish anxieties and con-
tributes to the practitioners’ efforts to retain their ascribed Jewish iden-
tity, which, for so-called secular Jewish-Israelis, is mainly national. Also,
it maintains the possibility of self-invention and reproduces social dis-
tinctions both on local as well as global levels. Additionally, Israeli prac-
titioners, who belong to the secular milieu, implicitly reject the secular
label through combining Jewish symbols and customs with their Dhamma
practice. Thus in practice, they reject the whole religious-secular con-
tinuum to cleanse their new identities from the rivalry and conflict that
are condensed in religious-secular relations in contemporary Israel, and
cultivate open-ended cosmopolitan identities. They are not religious
and they are not secular. They are both Jews and Dhamma practitioners.
These characteristics make the Jewish-Israeli Dhamma scene an exam-
ple of a specific type of contemporary localization of foreign religious
traditions—non-religious, non-secular—in the post-secular period of de/
territorialized globalization.62

Similar yet different practices of purification and hybridization63

regarding religion were enacted during the nation-building period by
the same ethnic and class stratum—middle-class Ashkenazi Jews. During
that time, the Jewish nationalist ideology that was constructed by the
State or by pre-State national institutions purified itself of Jewish reli-
gious overtones to modernize Jewish identity and construct a distinct
new identity. Current purifying practices applied by Israeli Dhamma
practitioners vis-à-vis the world religion of Buddhism dismiss Buddhist
religiosity in a similar derogatory manner. The consequence is reli-
gionization of global others—Asian Buddhists—who occupy in the
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Israeli Dhamma discourse (which is mainly Ashkenazi) a position simi-
lar to that once assigned to local others—Mizrahi Jews. 

Modernist expressions of Buddhism served in the nineteenth cen-
tury to counter colonial ideas of the superiority of European cultures by
empowering colonized Asian Buddhists. More than a hundred years
later, in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, these mod-
ernist types of Buddhism (especially vipassana practice) have been trans-
planted to Israel, where they take new contrasting functions regarding
East-West relations. Today they serve to reproduce a grassroots neo-
colonialism that fails to appreciate the Buddhism of lay Asians.64

The research on which this article is based was conducted as part of my
Ph.D. dissertation for the Department of Sociology and Anthropology,
Haifa University. I wish to thank my supervisors, Nurit Bird-David and
Tamar Katriel, for their guidance, support and invaluable comments on
earlier versions of this research. In addition, I wish to thank the editors of
Nova Religio and the editor of the current issue for their helpful comments
that helped me improve this article. 
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2002), 1–26.
63 This analysis draws upon Bruno Latour’s understanding of modernity as
simultaneously encompassing purification and hybridization practices. Bruno
Latour, We Have Never Been Modern (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press,
1993), 1–48. However, while Latour is mainly interested in the relations between
culture and nature, I use here his concepts of purification and hybridization to
work out the dialectic relationship between religion, secularism, nationalism
and cosmopolitanism.
64 Ofra Goldstein-Gidoni analyzed the appropriation of Japanese culture in
Israel as operating neither in a colonial context nor in a free global culture
market. While the adoption of Dhamma in Israel might seem to be a similar
case, I would claim that since it is based partly on the belittling of Asian
Buddhists, it participates in a neo-colonial discourse despite the lack of direct
historic colonial connections. Ofra Goldstein-Gidoni, “Producers of ‘Japan’ in
Israel: Cultural Appropriation in a Non-Colonial Context,” Ethnos 68, no.3
(2003): 365–90.
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