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To Make One's Life a Blessing

By Jonathan Chao Burnston

I was not born Jewish, at least not according to traditional Jewish custom. My mother is Chinese
and a practicing Buddhist, so | had to be converted to be considered a part of the Jewish faith. |
had to have permission granted from a religious council to have a legitimate bris. However, from
the moment after my mikvah until the time of my Bar Mitzvah, | was brought up in an
unequivocally Jewish fashion.

As a child, I was perfectly content running around Hebrew school on Sundays, hearing of Jewish
history and legends, and being guided down the path that would eventually lead to my adolescent
coming of age. | grew and excelled in studies of Hebrew language and lore, reveling in my
teachers' praise. When it came time to begin preparing for my Bar Mitzvah, | was well on my way
to fulfilling my pre-determined role as part of the Jewish community.

It was at this time that questions began to arise in the back of my mind. Oncoming manhood and
maturity led me to challenge previously accepted notions and prod at areas of ambiguity. By 13, |
had already caught my first glimpses of intellectual writings and the teachings of other faiths.
While troubled by philosophy and questions of religion, | nevertheless completed the preordained
cycle and became a Bar Mitzvah.

As a teenager, my attention took a frustrated turn away from my childhood path. | brooded, and as
so many do in our increasingly skeptical world, I questioned the concept of structured faith and
the idea of a God-figure. Even more powerful were contradictions I found closer to home.
Technicalities, such as the Jewish practice of refusing to bow, gave me undue trouble as they were
in direct opposition to my mother's religious tradition and culture.

This darker time led to a spiritual reawakening in the twilight of my teenage years. The end of
high school and my entrance into the world of college were marked by an opening of mind and a
more free-range education than | had previously been afforded. I studied much of both Eastern
and Western thought, and devoted a great deal of mental energy toward spirituality and the divine,
particularly with regard to the belief systems of my mother and father.

The end result of all this was a blessing of peace and positivity born of one unmistakable
realization: that human love is an intrinsic part of spiritual belief, that social action and worldly
consciousness lie at the very foundations of both Jewish and Buddhist thought. | came to see that
the heart and soul of both sides of my heritage, of both Judaism and Buddhism, were truly one and
the same.
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One can find this sentiment prevailing throughout the most fundamental teachings of both these
schools of thought. I suppose the foremost example would lie in the idea of the mitzvah, or
commandment. Mitzvot are commonly understood as good deeds, and are explicitly considered to
be commandments from God. The most classic examples of mitzvot tie into the idea of social
action. Comprised of "deeds of loving-kindness," their value lies in the doing and in benefiting
others, rather than in gratitude or recognition. Here the Buddhist reflection is exact; "loving
kindness" is emphasized throughout Buddhist teachings (verbatim, in fact), and is taught to be
cultivated whenever possible.

Compassion, an empathy and understanding of the plight of our fellow beings, is considered to be
the primary Buddhist virtue. As of late | have been doing my best to internalize this virtue and
exercise it to the best of my ability. Since | started working at my campus' coffee shop/eatery, |
have made it a habit to bring leftover sandwiches to homeless people in the local area. I'm not sure
if this is Buddhist compassion coming out through me, or a Jewish sense of tikkun olam, helping
to repair the world. To be honest, | don't think there is much of a difference; either way, they are
pretty much the same thing.

Following this line of thought, the mindset behind deeds of loving-kindness is also something
shared by the Buddhist and the Jew. In Buddhism, universal consciousness, as manifested in
individual consciousness, represents man's connection to the divine; it simultaneously makes us an
individual and a part of the greater whole. | find this to be quite an interesting idea. "Universal
consciousness” is a basic way of expressing many concepts of divinity. Meanwhile, keeping all
those around us in mind as we go about our lives is a natural way of tapping into that connection.

This is intimately related to the strong Jewish sense of community. There is an undeniable sense of
unity within the Jewish faith. More subtly, this also relates to the idea of the unity and the unifying
quality of God. My university rabbi once said of the ancient claim, "God is One," that it is really in
recognition of a spiritual oneness throughout all existence. | could not agree more. Truly, what is
the idea of God but an affirmation of all life and existence, a something where there was nothing, a
persistent assertion, a resounding BOOM throughout the cosmos, acclaiming All as being All and
not None. And therefore what is the most righteous act, if not to serve that affirmation of life with
yet more affirmations, with social consciousness, positivity, and positive action.

A final commonality between Judaism and Buddhism deserves mention before I conclude. In both
faiths, righteous learning and belief are nothing without life application. Whether it be Jewish or
Buddhist, the holy life is incomplete without bringing blessings into the world, and specifically to
others. To this end, I leave you with a favorite quote: | have always been struck by Debbie
Friedman's words in her version of the Mi Shebarach, where she asks God to "help us find the
courage, to make our lives a blessing." In today's day and age, one would be hard-pressed to come
up with a more pious prayer.

Jonathan Chao Burnston is a 22-year-old Chinese Jew who recently completed his
undergraduate education at Tufts University, with concentrations in philosophy and
Chinese language and culture. He currently resides in Beijing, China, where he is slowly
settling into a lifestyle spread across 500 years, from his back-alley courtyard
neighborhood to his consulting job in the 30-story building up the avenue.
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Momo and Matzoh: Our Tibetan-Jewish
Marriage

By Julia Gutman

Our first encounter was based on misunderstanding. | had stayed to help clean up after a Buddhist
prayer meeting | had attended in Queens. Young Tibetans, speaking Tibetan, Nepali and Hindi
(none of which | knew at the time), came in for the secular Tibetan fundraising after-party. | had
never met any Tibetans besides monastics, so | stayed to see secular Tibetan culture.

When | first saw my future husband--who didn't look Tibetan to me as he looked and dressed
differently from the rest of the crowd--1 saw an opportunity to talk to someone using one of the
languages | knew: | assumed he was Japanese and | wanted to practice my Japanese with him. He
assumed I was Israeli, and that like many Israelis he had met, | was interested in Buddhism and
had stumbled upon a secular Tibetan get-together by accident. He spoke to me out of compassion
for "the only white girl in the room." But once we exchanged a few phrases, in limited Japanese
and then fluent English, it became clear the world was not as we'd assumed.

Already a New Yorker for a decade when we met, my
non-Jewish husband was somewhat intrigued by Jewish
life. As he puts it, whether you take the subway or a
taxi, you know if it is a Jewish holiday--the trains and
taxis are rather empty on those days, and there are
fewer beautiful women around. Also, you spot an
Orthodox Jewish man in the black and white "uniform”
buying a coffee at Dunkin Donuts and think: "Wow, is
Dunkin Donuts kosher?"

Our relationship works for many reasons (knocking on
wood here). We share values, a way of life, and
perspective on life and beyond. We are not plagued by
fears of hell, and we each mistrust proselytizing (sorry if that applies to you). We both grew up in
exile. I was born in communist Ukraine (not a great milieu for a Jew). My husband was born in
India, in exile from the communist Chinese occupation and genocide in Tibet. Neither of us has
been to our true places of descent--the Middle East for me and Tibet for him. The fact that neither
of us has been able to visit or live in those places makes us better able to relate to each other in our
experiences of living in exile and as refugees, not fitting neatly into the social structures of
Ukraine, India or America.
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Even before we met, we each valued wisdom, compassion and mindfulness as the best paths in
life, and share, unfortunately, a lack of knowledge regarding our roots. | feel like half a Jew
because of my ignorance of Jewish religion and language. He wouldn't be able to comprehend a
book in Tibetan, and his knowledge of Buddhism is sparse, cultural. We can trust and relate to
each other, for good reasons (shared values) and bad (both feel like exiles and outsiders, and
worry about the political existences of Israel and Tibet), despite our very different looks and the
colors of our skin.

Cross-cultural marriages come with extra obstacles. One of my favorite words--"no"--is almost a
taboo to my husband, both as an Asian and a Buddhist. Ethnically Jewish, | love debating and
arguing; advanced planning is in my blood. My husband avoids what he calls "pre-planning" and
"being forced to choose," as they make him feel trapped and lacking freedom. His most common
response in lieu of "no" is "Let's think about it." It took him a while to believe that when people
argue around the table, participating in and interrupting several conversations simultaneously,
they are having a great time, sharing a Jewish dinner, and are not going to break into a fight. It
took years before this Buddhist man who barely tasted any fish in his life came around to gefilte
fish (a traditional Jewish dish of stuffed fish or fish cutlets).

So, from expression of affection to choice of words, it's been a winding road towards
understanding between us: Normal behavior in his culture, my husband used to never show
affection by hugging, holding hands, even in private, or sitting in close proximity to each other.
Verbally, he also used to avoid discussing any personal feelings such as love or any negative
feelings and thoughts.

On the other hand, we both agree a Jewish-Buddhist relationship is probably the easiest cross-
cultural mix. Compared to other "mixed" couples, we can tolerate our cultural differences, and are
open to the religious differences of our numerous Jewish relatives and Tibetan friends. The
esoteric aspects of Judaism and Tibetan Buddhism are frighteningly similar. Both use the concepts
of chakras/spheres and channels, have notions of mystical continuity, mystical power to change
the world as to align it with its divine plan and true nature, and the power, ability and duty of
people to effect such changes through practicing certain lifestyles and making conscious choices.

Most of my religious relatives have come to understand that the Buddha is far from being an idol.
It is a sin, in fact, to think of a statue of the Buddha as the Buddha. Its function is to remind a
practitioner of the concepts and ideas of Buddhism, not to idolize the object, which is but a label
for our mind to grasp the ideas better.

Also, most Buddhists are vegetarian, quickly solving the problem of pork in the kitchen. Many of
my relatives, like many other secular Jews, choose not to eat pork even though they do not keep
kosher. And although Tibetan Buddhists are avid meat lovers (there is no other food in Tibet!),
their preferred meat is beef (it's the closest to yak, and you can feed many people with the life of a
single animal), with the proverbial chicken as a runner-up. Thus, the idea behind kosher food, i.e.
having philosophies and restrictions governing the food one eats, is respected among Tibetan
Buddhists.

In both our cultures, it is the woman's role to bind the family together, to run the household, not in
terms of being a servant, but as a keeper of tradition and values. So far, even with my lack of
cooking skills, my family (our daughter and two cats included) is happy, safe--woven together
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like a cloth, with strands of different colors but all of the same strength.

Julia Gutman, M.A., a Barnard and Columbia graduate, works mainly in psychological
research and teaching English as a Foreign Language. She currently lives in Manhattan
with her husband, daughter and two cats.
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What Comes After Death?
By Paulette Mann

Through the years, | have heard people talk of faith. I always assumed that faith came from some
form of religious practice. Although I feel a strong sense of Jewishness, | have never had formal
Jewish education, nor do | consider myself religious. My sense of Jewishness is my love of
family, liberalism, the scents and sounds of holiday celebrations, and the act of performing
commandments or good deeds, called mitzvot, similar to stewardship in the Catholic religion, or
Buddhahood in Buddhist practice. But for me Judaism was not something | practiced every day.

Two years ago my husband's sudden death made me wonder what questions would have been
answered if | had had faith, and would that faith have comforted me?

Recently | watched a Larry King show about where we go after we die. On the panel were a
Catholic priest, a rabbi, a born-again Christian and an atheist. There were no Muslims, Hindus, or
Buddhists. The atheist made the most sense to me. She said death is final. We have no proof of
any afterlife.

While talking with a therapist in dealing with my grief, we discussed where | thought my husband
was. She, being extremely spiritual, told me he was in the next room and that | was focusing on
the physical loss and not feeling the never-ending energy of our love. But for me he was not in the
next room, and I was totally lost in the darkness and the silence of being alone. Grief became my
never-ending shadow. My answer to her was the same as the atheist's: Death is the end. | also
realized | would never get over my husband's death, but I would get through my journey with the
help of devoted family and friends.

My husband's death was the end of my life as | knew it. It was the end of my future as | wanted to
live it. What the atheist also stated was that one should always try and live a full life and be kind
to yourself and others. One way of being kind to myself was to explore the attraction I had always
felt towards Buddhism. Buddhists believe that heaven and hell are not places, but states of mind,
and that grieving is a state of hell. Attaining Buddhahood is the exalted feeling of happiness and
an enlightened state of mind. Given my level of grief, that sounded very appealing.

Buddhist faith is a process and a journey towards inner peace and happiness. | explored the Soka
Gakkai International, which was formed to support practitioners of Nichiren Daishonin's
Buddhism. This form of Buddhism consists of two parts--practice for ourselves and practice for
others. Practice for ourselves is chanting, and practice for others is giving compassion in helping
others make improvements in their lives that also benefit us: When we help others overcome their
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problems, our own lives are expanded. As | learned more | realized | was already living according
to these Buddhist principles. Although my mother was not a religious woman, she lived her life in
community service and passed that creed on to me. So much of Buddhist philosophy was a part of
me from early on.

The three basics in applying Buddhism in one's life are faith, practice, and study. A milestone
after beginning practice is receiving the Gohonzon (object of devotion).The Gohonzon is a paper
scroll that you enshrine in your home in an altar, and written down the middle is Nam-myoho-
renge-kyo. Chanting this is believed to allow people to directly tap their enlightened nature and is
the primary practice of SGI members. Although the deepest meaning of Nam-myoho-renge-kyo is
revealed only through its practice, the literal meaning breaks down like this: Nam (devotion), the
action of practicing Buddhism; myoho (mystic law), the essential law of the universe and its
phenomenal manifestations; renge (lotus), the simultaneity of cause and effect; kyo (Buddha's
teaching), all phenomena. The Gohonzon can be received at any time and represents your
commitment to the practice.

In Buddhism one strives to attain a state of freedom and unshakable happiness while creating
harmony with others, and so with a very open mind | went to several SGI meetings and found
many new treasured friends. | was so impressed with the sincerity of the members and the
beautiful mix of so many colors and diverse backgrounds that it only enhanced my curiosity.
Many of the members have practiced for over 25 years. Those born into the practice are called
Fortune Babies.

| started chanting and soon after felt empowered, because through the words my grief started to
soften. | felt | could either stay in the state of hell and grieve forever or move forward. I chanted
for what needed to happen in my life at that time, in order to move beyond my acute sadness. |
sold my home in the suburbs and my car, and found another apartment in a big city and recreated
my life. | was fortunate to have treasured family and friends close to me--one son, his wife and my
granddaughter--and to have been invited to spend several wonderful months visiting my other son,
his wife and my two grandsons. Also, new Buddhist friends and mentors, Chiara and Nancy, who
now live within walking distance from me--attending planning, study and discussion meeting at
members' homes is considered vital to the practice--have been devoted to helping me realize my
potential to attain a happy state again.

I began to find a sense of comfort in chanting and realized that while some religions teach faith, it
can come at any time in one's life. | once read that faith is believing in something that cannot be
validated. Daisaku Ikeda, President of SGI, said, "Faith manifests itself in daily life." My faith
came from unexpected places and was validated for me. Family and friends reinforced my faith in
others and most important was the faith | discovered within myself to move forward in this most
bountiful, yet profoundly sad journey to attain joy again . . .

Paulette Mann is finishing a novel with a co-author and trying to not live in the past, fear
the future, but live in the moment.
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Smartmom: Meditating on My Jewish
Identity

By Louise Crawford

Reprinted from The Brooklyn Papers with permission of the author.

The week before Rosh Hashanah, Smartmom was meditating in her bedroom. Her attempts to
meditate at home are usually a comedy of errors and this was no exception. The fragrance of
burning incense seems to attract her offspring like flies to honey.

The Oh So Feisty One tiptoed into the bedroom and assumed her very best lotus position and
scrunched her eyes shut tight. After a minute or so:

"I'm bored," she said. "Is it okay if | bang your singing bowl really, really softly?"

Grrrrr. So much for Inner Peace. Then the phone rang. It was Groovy Grandpa reminding
Smartmom about Rosh Hashanah dinner on Saturday.

Smartmom returned to the half-lotus position, her right hand resting on her left palm, but she had
a hard time quieting her mind because of that Rosh Hashanah call. Should they go to shul? If so,
which one?

The religion thing nags at Smartmom: Nag, nag, nag. Especially during the Jewish holidays.

It's not like she grew up religious or anything. Hers was a secular Jewish upbringing on the Upper
West Side of Gaphattan. In other words, she was brought up by atheists, who were very
committed to their Jewish heritage and their lox and bagels from Barney Greengrass on Sunday
mornings.

Still, on the high holidays, something deeply personal and profound compels Smartmom to seek
the sound of the shofar and the stirring melody of Kol Nidre.

When Smartmom was 10, her parents decided that she and her sister needed to go to Hebrew
school--it was time to get some of that old-time religion. Just in case.

It seemed hypocritical, but it probably was a good experience, even if the future Smartmom
thought it was dumb at the time.
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Going to Hebrew school meant no more Sunday morning bike rides in Central Park, a cherished
family ritual and one of the great pleasures of Smartmom's youth. Sitting in the basement of
Congregation Rodef Sholom learning Hebrew, and discussing anti-Semitism and the Holocaust,
was not.

Smartmom dropped out after a year. Maybe that's why she's so ambivalent about going to
synagogue: those Hebrew school Sundays really cut into bike riding time with dad.

Yet since childhood, Smartmom has yearned for a spiritual connection. For reasons she still
doesn't fully understand, she longed to fast on Yom Kippur, to eat only matzoh during Passover,
to see the Hanukkah candles glowing night after night.

This child of atheists had an inner Jewish self that bloomed all by itself.

Clearly, she was after a spiritual experience bigger than the Nova Scotia Lox counter at Zabar's.
She wanted more. Something elusive. Something deeper than the day-to-day.

After Teen Spirit was born, Smartmom shopped for a synagogue or a Jewish community for her
interfaith family to be part of. Nothing felt right. Nothing felt spiritual. Her quest eventually led to
a private meditation practice.

Smartmom closed her eyes and breathed in an out gently through her nose. She heard the toilet
flush in the bathroom. OSFO was playing "Heart and Soul" on the electric keyboard. A Third
Street alley cat in heat was crying like a human child. Trying to meditate at home is a joke, she
thought.

Despite her forays into Buddhism, Smartmom works hard to instill the ethics and values of
Judaism in her inter-faith children; it is, she feels, essential that they understand what it means to
be Jewish (even if no one seems to agree about what that means).

For Hanukkah, they light candles on a handcrafted, wrought-iron menorah from the Clay Pot; they
read aloud Isaac Bashevis Singer's classic stories while non-Jewish Hepcat prepares delicious
potato latkes.

On Passover, they sing a rollicking version of Dayenu during the Seder ceremony, and search for
the hidden matzoh afterward--the finder even gets a little gelt.

Smartmom also feeds them plenty of lox and bagels from La Bagel Delight--a poor substitute for
Barney Greengrass or Zabar's. Hepcat especially loves the lox and bagel part, but he nearly fainted
the first time he saw gefilte fish.

Breathe in. Breathe out. Smartmom focused on her breath in an attempt to clear and quiet her
racing mind.

It's been harder to find a way to meet the family's disparate spiritual longings. Hepcat and the

Presbyterians parted company when he said, "If God made everything, who made God?" in
Sunday school. Intellectually, he's an atheist. Emotionally, he's an animist.
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Early on, Teen Spirit was interested in the big questions of Life and Death. Although he never
liked going to synagogue and didn't want to get bar mitzvahed, he was crazy about the Broadway
production of "Fiddler on the Roof" (with Alfred Molina, no less!).

After that, he learned enough Hebrew to say the basic Jewish prayers. And she gave him a copy of
The Jewish Book of Why on his 13th birthday. Just in case.

The Oh So Feisty One, from a young age, seemed to believe in a higher power (Jewish or
Presbyterian--it didn't seem to matter). As early as age 4, she'd put her hands together and pray,
"Please, please, please God, get me a Kit doll and a pair of her beach pajamas from American Girl
Place."

When OSFO started asking questions about death, Smartmom knew intuitively that she wanted to
believe in heaven, a place where Smartmom would love and care for her forever and ever. As
Smartmom affirmed OSFO's belief in heaven, she, too, felt comforted by the eternal power of
love.

On her black meditation pillow, Smartmom returned to her breathing, trying to unclutter her mind.
But that's about as easy as trying to straighten up Hepcat's desk (which she's not even allowed to
do). Too. Much. Thinking. Should they go to Beth Elohim or Kolot Chayenu? Maybe they should
try the children's service at the Park Slope Jewish Center.

There it is again: Nag, nag, nag. Even when she's meditating. It's true. She never joined a
synagogue. She never makes reservations or gets tickets in advance for High Holiday services.
Obviously, it's a commitment problem.

Smartmom'’s Orthodox friend, Yiddishe Mama, once said, "You have one foot in and one foot out
because part of you does not want to let yourself believe in miracles."

Actually, Smartmom thinks she's still pissed off about missing those Central Park bike rides. Or
maybe she just finds organized religion boring and irrelevant. So why, she wonders, does she
always decide at the last minute to go to synagogue?

Last year on the eve of Yom Kippur, she Googled Kolot Chayenu and found out that the Kol
Nidre service started at 7:30.

Smartmom and OSFO got there in warp speed and were lucky enough to find a seat in the last
row. The service happens to be in a church, which is perfect for the inter-faith Smartmom clan.
Someone takes pains to cover the crucifix with a beautiful handmade textile.

As usual, Smartmom felt part of--and not part of--the service (there's too much Hebrew she
doesn't understand, and she doesn't know all the songs; she gets tired of standing up and sitting
down). During the service, she closed her eyes and tried to meditate while listening to Kol Nidre,
that haunting melody, on this most holy of Jewish nights.

The phone rang again. Smartmom knew she wasn't going to get any more meditating done. Who
is it this time? Probably that religion thing. Nag. Nag. Nag.
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