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"It is a universal path, acceptable to people of any background, race, or
country. But the problem comes in defining sin and piety. When the
essence of Dhamma is lost, it becomes a sect, and then each sect gives a
different definition to piety, such as having a particular external

appearance, or performing certain rituals, or holding certain beliefs...
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Dhamma, however, gives a universal definition of sin and piety"

(Goenka 1987: 20).

TIRIRII IR D°027 DR ANAR 109 NART TRAT DY

"You started your work by taking refuge in the Triple Gem, that is, in
Buddha, in Dhamma, in Sangha. By doing so you were not being
converted from one organized religion to another. In Vipassana the
conversion is only from misery to happiness, from ignorance to wisdom,
from bondage to liberation. The entire teaching is universal" (Goenka

1987: 85).
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"It would have been easier and faster to concentrate the mind without all
these discomforts if, along with awareness of respiration, one had started
repeating a word, a mantra, a god's name, or if one had started imagining

the shape or form of a deity... They are not permitted because the final
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aim of this meditation is not concentration of mind. Concentration is
only a help, a step leading to a higher goal: purification of mind,
eradicating all mental defilements, the negativities within, and thus
attaining liberation from all misery, attaining full enlightenment"

(Goenka 1987: 11).
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"You have come to this course to take the medicine yourself, to develop
your own wisdom. To do so, you must understand truth at the
experiential level. So much confusion exists because the way things
appear to be is totally different from their real nature. To remove this
confusion, you must develop experiential wisdom. And outside of the
framework of the body, truth cannot be experienced; it can only be

intellectualized" (Goenka 1987: 27).
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"One reason for this restriction was to preserve the universality of the
technique: breath is common and acceptable to everyone, but a word or

form may be acceptable to some and not to others" (Goenka 1987: 88).
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"But there is a more important reason for observing mere respiration.
The whole process is an exploration of the truth about oneself, about the
mental-physical structure as it is, not as you would like it to be. It is an
investigation of reality. You sit down and close your eyes. There is no
sound, no outside disturbance, no movement of the body. At that
moment the most prominent activity within yourself is respiration”

(Goenka 1987: 88).
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Only human beings can judge and reason; we understand consequences
and think in the long term. It is also true that human beings can develop
infinite love, whereas to the best of our knowledge animals can have
only limited forms of affection and love. However, when humans
become angry, all of this potential is lost. No enemy armed with mere
weapons can undo these qualities, but anger can. It is the destroyer. (The

Dalai Lama 2005: 3)
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"No one can object to living a life that does not harm others, to
developing control of one's mind, to freeing the mind of defilements and
generating love and good will. The practice is universally acceptable,
and this is the most significant aspect of Dhamma, because whatever
benefit one gets will be not from theories but from practice, from

applying Dhamma in one's life" (Goenka 1987: 96).
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Don't develop craving for a sensation, or aversion towards the
blindness... You have to train yourself to observe all the different
sensations in every part of the body, gross or subtle, pleasant or
unpleasant, distinct or feeble... it is a choiceless observation. Never try
to select sensations; instead, accept whatever arises naturally... The
technique is not to experience something special, but rather to remain

equanimous in the face of any sensation (Goenka 1987: 34-36).
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"Follow what is happening right now, and if you think to yourselves:
What is happening right now? What is Charles is talking about? What
does he mean? What is happening right now? And you look for what is

happening right now then this is exactly what is happening right now.
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Imagine someone dear to you suffering. Imagine his pain in the form of
black light radiating from him and entering your heart blowing to pieces
the ball of self cherishing that is in your heart. A beam of white light is

radiating from your heart, entering his heart and heal him."
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The power of reliance: taking refuge and generating the altruistic
intention

Visualize about four inches above your head an open white lotus upon
which is a moon disc. Vajrasattva is seated upon this. He is white,
translucent and adorned with beautiful ornaments and clothes of celestial
silk... recite three times: I take refuge in the Three Jewels...for the
benefit of all sentient beings.

The Power of Regret

Recollect, with deep regret, the specific negativities you have created...
The Power of Remedial Action

... While reciting the mantra, visualize that white rays of light and nectar
stream continuously from the HUM and mantra at Vajrasattva's heart...
Purification of Body

Your disturbing attitudes and negativities in general and particularly
those of the body, take the form of black ink... Flushed out by the light
and nectar, they all leave your body through the lower openings... Feel
completely empty of these problems and negativities; they no longer
exist anywhere.

Purification of Speech

Purification of the Mind
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Simultaneous Purification

The Power of the Promise

...: "I shall not create these negative actions from now until

7" NPOWW XL T YW AWM NYA NN RTW DPRwR M0INT DY 09 779°0 19

SW DIAMDIDM NINNIT NR O3 IR MWAT NPT DR AT R0 .0°0°07 7IR2 "15w i

70 HY 2N2IW VOPYLA MIYDIN 1272 MIRAMT NPAITT T MOINT 72 1WORW 2°17AD Nd*10n 7771
((4.2.2,1.7 299) 117798 102370

Imagining Our Death

1. Imagine a circumstance in which you are dying: where you are, how
you are dying, and the reactions of friends and family. How do you feel
about dying? What is happening in your mind?

2. Ask yourself:

* Given that I will die one day, what is important in my life?

* What do I feel good about having done?

* What do I regret?

* What do I want to do and to avoid doing while I’'m alive?

* What can I do to prepare for death?

* What are my priorities in life?

Conclusion: Feel the importance of making your life meaningful. Make
specific conclusions about what you want to do and to avoid doing from

now on (Chodron 2001: 6).
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Equanimity

1. Visualize a friend, a person you have difficulty with, and a stranger.
Ask yourself, “Why do I feel attachment for my friend?”” Listen to the
reasons your mind gives. Then ask, “Why do I have aversion toward the
difficult person?” and do the same. Finally, explore, “Why am I apathetic
toward the stranger?”

2. What word do you keep hearing in all these reasons? On what basis
does your mind consider someone good, bad, or neutral; friend,
disagreeable person, or stranger? Is it realistic to judge others based on
how they relate to “ME”? Are others really good, bad, or neutral from

their own side, or is it your mind that is categorizing them as such? How
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would others appear to you if you stopped discriminating them based on

your own selfish opinions, needs, and wants?

Conclusion: Acknowledging that your attitudes create the seemingly
solid relationships of friend, difficult person, and stranger, let go of the
attachment, anger, and apathy towards them. Let yourself feel an
openhearted concern for all beings.

(Chédron 2001: 12).
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Guided Meditations on the Lamrim
The Gradual Path to Enlightenment

Introduction to the Buddhist View
- Mind is the Source of Happiness and Pain
- Taking the Ache out of Attachment
- Transforming Attachment
- The Nature of Mind
- Mind and Rebirth
- The Four Noble Truths
- The Three Characteristics

The Path in Common with the Initial Level Practitioner
- Precious Human Life
- The Purpose and Opportunity of Our Precious Human Life
- The Rarity and Difficulty of Attaining a Precious Human Life
- The Eight Worldly Concerns
- The Nine-Point Death Meditation
- Imagining Our Death
- Refuge: Its Meaning, Causes, and Objects
- Refuge: Analogy and Qualities of the Three Jewels
- Karma
- The Ten Destructive Actions
- Constructive Actions
- The Results of Karma
- Four Opponent Powers for Purification

The Path of the Middle Level Practitioner

- The Eight Sufferings of Human Beings

- The Six Sufferings of Cyclic Existence

- The Causes of Cyclic Existence

- Factors that Stimulate the Arising of Disturbing Attitudes and Negative
Emotions

- The Paths that Cease Disturbing Attitudes, Negative Emotions, and
Karma

The Path of the Higher Level Practitioner
- Equanimity
- All Sentient Beings Have Been Our Parents, Their Kindness, and
Repaying Their Kindness
- The Kindness of Others
- Equalizing Self and Others
- The Disadvantages of Self-Centeredness
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The Advantages of Cherishing Others
Compassion

Exchanging Self and Others

Taking and Giving

The Great Resolve and the Altruistic Intention (Bodhicitta)
The Far-Reaching Attitude of Generosity

The Far-Reaching Attitude of Ethical Conduct
The Far-Reaching Attitude of Patience

The Far-Reaching Attitude of Joyous Effort
The Far-Reaching Attitude of Concentration
The Far-Reaching Attitude of Wisdom

How to Rely on a Spiritual Mentor
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modern Dhamma by Israel Vipassana Trust, and an adoption of a post-modern

Dhamma by Tovana.



the ones that propelled a person to join a course for the first time. Frequent participants
usually mention positive and transformative experiences that they underwent during
their first Dhamma course or as a result of it as the motive for keeping up with the
practice. The liberation that is experienced leads to an acceptance of a new definition of
problems that is based on the Dhamma and is perceived as universal. This new
definition of problems enables the practitioner to conceive of additional liberating
experiences, creates faith in the ability to realize them and sometimes even arouses an
aspiration for new challenges. Therefore, a different motive and different problem
definition is what distinguishes a person who has taken part in one course and an
individual who has participated in a second course. In other words, what makes a new
participant in a Dhamma course a Dhamma practitioner is the appropriation of the

liberating self.

Finally, the differences as well as the similarities between the three organizations that
are explicated throughout the thesis are summarized and the dominant modes of
Dhamma adoption in Israel are articulated. For that purpose, the two analytical
frameworks that were mentioned above regarding the types of Buddhism in the West
and regarding the modes of its transfer to the West are combined. On the basis of the
distinctive attitude of the three associations towards authority, tradition, and symbols;
on the grounds of the different design of their courses as having universal applicability;
on the basis of their varied affinity toward global networks; on the grounds of their
unique sources of legitimacy and authority; and on the basis of the kind of practices
they offer, three types of adoption of the Dhamma are distinguished — a modern

translation of traditional Dharma by Dharma Friends Israel, a transfer of



therefore they are perceived as relevant and meaningful far beyond the boundaries of
the course. Furthermore, the study contends that the feeling of liberation and relief
often experienced by on-going practitioners cannot be attributed to a linear evolution
whereby a problem is countered by a practical solution. The transformative effect of
the Dhamma practice rather consists of the continuous deconstruction of experiences
and perceptions that lead to the simultaneous emergence of a re-defined problem and a
feeling of release from it that are reconstructed under a new conceptual framework.
The practitioners thus internalize a new definition of problems that they consider
preferable. This change is at the heart of the transformative experiences that bring
about the construction of a liberating self. Not a liberated self but rather one that
already has an acquaintance with the experience of liberation, aspires to make it a
recurrent occurrence, believes in his capability to accomplish it, and includes a proven
competence on the one hand and a paradoxical catch in which an alternate movement
between liberation and binding takes place. This self is compared in the thesis to

Csordas's "sacred self" and is distinguished from it.

From the above findings arises the penultimate argument. It is based upon the
distinction between those who participate in one Dhamma course only and do not
continue practicing meditation, and practitioners who undertake additional courses and
integrate into their daily life practices and insights that stem from the Buddha's path.
The study focuses on the latter group which embodies the operative definition of an
Israeli Dhamma practitioner as a person who, unlike the one-time course participant,
takes part in additional Dhamma courses following his or her first course. The research

demonstrates that the motives behind undertaking additional courses are different from



The Tibetan Buddhism courses by the Dharma Friends Israel differ in their
character, content and shape from the Vipassana courses of the other two associations.
The conceptual teaching that can be found only in the background of the Vipassana
courses is central in the courses of the Dharma Friends Israel. The internal practice in
these courses is more diverse and includes extensive conceptual deconstruction.
Although the release experienced by the practitioners is personal and internal, it is
often based on developing a moral attitude toward others. This idea and practice do
exist in the Vipassana courses, but are much more central in the Dharma Friends Israel
courses. Also, the place of the teacher in the courses of the Dharma Friends Israel is
much more central and each course is arranged around a specific subject. A similar
treatment to the one given to the Vipassana courses in the last two chapters is given to
the practice and the experiences of the loyal participants of the Tibetan Buddhism
courses by the Dharma Friends Israel in the seventh chapter. Despite the differences
between the Vipassana courses and the Tibetan Buddhism courses, the analysis of
personal experiences that stands at the center of any Dhamma course uncovers shared
motives that overshadow the differences between the courses. These motives are
central for the understanding of the way a person in contemporary Israel becomes a
Dhamma practitioner.

These experiences consist of the creation of internal otherness and often include
coping with an experience of loss of control. Liberation is achieved only after the
practitioner willingly succumbs to the feeling of loss of control through which
paradoxically he reclaims a sense of control, which now appears to be more flexible
and stronger. The practitioners view these experiences as simulations of many other

experiences that are felt by them and by others in diverse conditions of daily life and



universal character of the courses is produced, and distinguishes between a modern, a
particular, and a post-modern mode. The Israel Vipassand Trust constructs the
universality of the course site by removing symbols that are anchored in particular
cultures. In contradistinction Dharma Friends Israel leans on particular Tibetan
symbols and mainly on the compassionate figure of the Dalai Lama towards "all
sentient beings" in order to create the same effect; and Tovana creates an inclusive

atmosphere by making a fluid use of symbols.

An additional finding is that the main element of the various Dhamma courses is
the practice of looking inward and purposely avoiding any kind of contact between the
participants. Therefore, when we are studying the performance in a Dhamma course,
and actually in any performance anywhere, we must draw a distinction between social
performance, whether it is physical or verbal, and internal performance. In social
performance the performer and the observer are separate individuals; while the
performer and the observer in internal performance, that is taking place within one’s
own body and/or mind, are the same person. The variety of social performances in
Vipassana courses are elaborated in the fifth chapter — a performance of avoiding
communication which can be described as a performance of non-performance, and
verbal performance, mainly of the teachers, on the background of the silent
surroundings. The sixth chapter moves into the core of the internal performance in
Vipassana courses. The meditation instructions are recounted in detail alongside
description and analysis of the most important experiences for the practitioners as they
stemmed from the meditative practice and were told to me during interviews that were

recorded and transcribed.



sites in the lives of the practitioners, and despite the fact that the importance of the
course for the practitioners is measured through its influence on their daily lives. One
emic reason for this emphasis is that the course is the central activity of the three
organizations and that it is the main medium through which the path of the Buddha is
adopted in Israel. A second and etic reason is that in all the research studies done so far
on Buddhism outside of Asia, the course has not yet been accorded its proper
importance, since it seems that it is a uniquely Israeli characteristic. The course takes
place in a secluded site in the countryside to which a few dozen men and women
withdraw for a period of several days in order to study Buddhist ideas and practices and
to train in meditation in the framework of a well-planned daily program. The character
and the content of the daily program in the various courses as well as the design of the
courses’ sites enabled me to delineate the common and the differing attributes of the
three associations. The third chapter supplies a thick description of the course
according to the triple scheme of Rite of Passage while negotiating the concept
components on one side and the daily lives of the practitioners on the other. By virtue
of the central place it occupies in the Buddhist scene in Israel, the course is the key to
understanding both the various modes of the adoption of Dhamma in Israel and the way
a person becomes a Dhamma practitioner in Israel. For this reason, most of the thesis is
dedicated to a symbolic, performative and phenomenological description and analysis

of the courses.

The third finding is that Israeli practitioners consider the Dhamma courses as
having universal applicability, and regard the latter as one of their basic qualities. The

thesis attempts to explicate this view by analyzing the symbolic modes in which the



Dhamma is the word that represents for them "the Path of the Buddha". In the second
chapter of the thesis three emic reasons employed by the Israeli practitioners in order to
justify their position are elaborated. These justifications include the seeming denial of
the existence of a creator god by the Buddha; the perception of the path of the Buddha
as a tool that liberates from conventional social classifications; and the distinction
delineated by Asian teachers between the religion of the masses and their own path,
which they convey to their Western students. The internal reasoning is supplemented
by three additional social and cultural factors that situate the phenomenon in both
global and local contexts. The first factor is the religious-national complex of Jewish
identity and is relevant also for non-Israeli Jews. The last two factors are not unique to
Israelis or to Jews but relevant for non-Asian Dhamma practitioners in general. They
include the fluid formation of middle-class identity in the global era, and the Orientalist
identification of religiosity with primitivism and secularism with modernity on the
local level as well as with regard to Asians. Despite the fact that they are regarded
sociologically as "secular", and although they reject being labeled religious, they view
religious people of various faiths as spiritual colleagues and thus also disavow the
secular label in its meaning as excluding religion. Thus, the Dhamma practitioners
reject the whole binary dichotomy with its immanent dissension. Therefore, one can
apprehend the adoption of Dhamma in Israel as one of the current expressions of non-

religious post-secularism.

The second argument of the thesis explains the focus given to what the Dhamma
organizations call "Course" or "Retreat" and what I call, in a more general way,

"Dhamma course". This is despite the fact that the fieldwork encompassed many other



institutions, others, who confront the question forthrightly, reject essentialist
approaches and point to the limitations of any set of rigid criteria. The solution adopted
by two of the main researchers with little analytical gain has consisted of utilizing the
professed self identification of the practitioner. Namely, a Buddhist is whoever says he
is a Buddhist. Other researchers have already uncovered the deficiency of this
definition, as in some contexts it is too inclusive while in others it is too exclusive. An
alternative approach suggests replacing the quest for a definition with a more refined
inquiry into the meaning that being a converted Buddhist acquires in specific contexts.
In contradistinction to these views, the current research suggests posing the question —
how one turns into a Buddhist in certain cultural settings. This re-framing avoids both
the essentialist and the relativist extremes, and facilitates the putting together of a clear

definition that is context-dependent.

Principal Arguments

The first finding of the research is that the vast majority of Israeli practitioners
regard their practice as non-religious. Some of the practitioners claim they are not
practicing Buddhism, which they regard as a religious distortion of the original
teachings of the Buddha, and others assert that Buddhism is not a religion. The analysis
of this finding stems from the need to compromise between etic and emic perspectives,
and leads to deciphering a unique characteristic of the Israeli case and mainly the
Jewish case of Dhamma adoption. Although similar views are expressed by Buddhist
practitioners in the Western world, they are significantly more prevalent in Israel than
elsewhere. Therefore, I chose not to categorize the practitioners [ studied as

"Buddhists" or "Buddhist practitioners" but rather as "Dhamma practitioners", as



Although a number of scholars provide data that blur the distinction between these
categories, most of the researchers of Buddhism in the West still subscribe to this
classification. In fact, a third category has recently been added to the other two— that of
a post-modern Buddhism in the West. The latter refers to an integrative type of practice
which combines insights from various Buddhist traditions and to a secular Buddhism
that is psychologically oriented.

The second analytical framework that the research employs compares various
modalities for the cultural transfer of Buddhist practices. It distinguishes between the
transfer of Buddhist practices that does not affect their form and content, and
adaptation of Buddhism to a local, non-Buddhist setting. Although it may seem that
any flow of cultural elements from one context to another necessarily involves a certain
degree of adaptation, this adaptation may be relatively weak and consists, for example,
of local preference for a certain type of Buddhism. Moreover, it is agreed among
researchers that at present there exists no "Western Buddhism", "American Buddhism"
or any other national type of Buddhism properly speaking, as any given Western
locality that hosts Buddhism hosts a plethora of types of Buddhism that have been

imported in various ways into the new setting.

The third analytical framework on which the research draws concerns the
ontological assumptions of the field of study of Buddhism outside of Asia. Researchers
in the field often confront difficulties in outlining their object of study, or more
precisely, in defining who is a converted Buddhist on the background of the variety of
levels which appear to have been influenced by Buddhist ideas, practices and images.

While some scholars avoid this dilemma altogether by focusing on typical Buddhist



a growing number of books related to Buddhism — either translated into Hebrew from
foreign languages or originally written in Hebrew — have been recently published.
Apart from groups and associations directly involved in Dhamma practice, many New
Age activities appropriate Buddhist ideas and concepts. Nowadays, Israelis enjoy wide
access to Buddhist culture in Israel — they can easily learn Buddhist thought, attend
courses, meet with a monk or a teacher or read Buddhist texts from a wide range of

traditions.

Theoretical Frames of Analysis

The first analytical framework that the present study employs is the distinction
between traditional, modern and post-modern types of Buddhism. Researchers of
Buddhism in the West usually refer to the "two Buddhisms" thesis as a means of
distinguishing between the Buddhism as practiced by Westerners who chose to
embrace it and Buddhism as practiced by Asian immigrants who were born into the
Buddhist religion. Although the two Buddhist communities often share the same
centers and temples, they operate as "parallel congregations" whose paths almost never
cross. The academic literature tends to classify the type of Buddhism practiced by
Asian immigrants as traditional, while the type of Buddhism practiced by Westerners is
described as modern. Thus, traditional Buddhism includes rituals and contributions to
the monks as a means to acquire merit, and stresses monk-lay hierarchy and religious
devotion, while the contemporary version of Western modern Buddhism lays emphasis
on meditation as a practical technique for the improvement of daily life, excludes the
belief in Karma and in the cycle of births and deaths, aspires to "awakening" in this

life, emphasizes the role of lay people in administration, and allows women to teach.



to Asian immigration and to the growing attraction of non-Asians to Buddhist
practices. As a result, diverse Asian traditions that were historically discrete currently
flourish in close proximity to one another in Western cities. Global organizations and
networks which have been created, have gradually spread to dozens of countries and
hundreds of sites. Between these organizations and within these networks there occur
multidirectional global flows of teachers, practitioners, information, ideas and, above
all, practices. Their national origin and place of teaching notwithstanding, most of these
teachers use the global lingua franca — English — as their preferred working language.
In non-Asian societies, Buddhism is most popular among members of the middle and
upper-middle classes, who have more leisure than others, and possess sufficient
cultural and economic capital to allow them to travel abroad to meet eminent teachers,
attend courses or take part in pilgrimages. Thus, alongside the established centers of
various Buddhist traditions in Asia, and in contact with them, diffuse and de-
territorialized global networks of Buddhist practice have been created. Whether dense
and intense or loose and unstable, these networks lay the basis for the formation of

Buddhist enclaves within non-Buddhist cultural contexts.

Since their inception at the end of the 1980s, when Vipassana courses conducted
by qualified Western teachers were organized for the first time on the initiative of a few
individuals, the demand for Dhamma courses in Israel has been constantly on the rise.
As the number of Dhamma associations multiplied, the Buddhist landscape has become
more and more varied, and the scope of activities has grown immensely. Currently, the
overall number of activities organized by groups and associations dedicated to the

practice of Dhamma in Israel can be estimated in the thousands each year. In addition,



Universal Experiences in Israel:
On Local Modes of Adoption of the Global Path of the

Buddha

Joseph Loss

Abstract

The subject of the research

This research provides a comparative analysis of the adoption of the path of the
Buddha in Israel based on multi-site ethnographic fieldwork. It is the first research
dedicated to Buddhist practices in Israel, and one of the first to be conducted in a non-
Buddhist country located outside Europe and North America. The thesis examines the
three largest organizations currently active in Israel in the study and practice of the
Buddha's path — Israel Vipassana Trust, Tovana, and Dharma Friends Israel. Its aim is
twofold: to examine the particular modes of the practical adoption of the Dhamma (or
Dharma, i.e., "the path of the Buddha") in the specific setting of Israeli society and
culture; and to analyze how one becomes a Dhamma practitioner in contemporary

Israel.

The last decades of the 20™ century witnessed a steep increase in Buddhist
practice in the West, which followed more than 150 years of growing Western interest

in Buddhism. This recent proliferation of Western interest in Buddhism was due both
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