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Jewish by birth, Buddhist by choice,
a woman struggles
to reconcile two faiths.

L IKE MANY AMERICANS OF MY GENERATION, 1 WAS DRAWN DURING MY
college years into an exploration of Eastern spirituality. For most of my early
adulthood, I was a devoted practitioner of Tibetan Buddhism. But as I neared the
age of 40, 1 became homesick for my own roots, my own tribe. Thus began a midlife
journey back to Judaism, in the course of which I came to see how my native and
adopted religions fit together—how each one served as shadow for the other.

As a high school exchange student in Israel in the early 1960s, I had been a full-
blooded Zionist. I was exuberant over Israeli music and dance, inlove with the country
and the vital, pioneering spirit of the people there. But instead of repatriating, 1 went
on to college at the University of Michigan, where 1 got involved in existentialist
studies, political activism, yoga, and meditation. Suddenly, Judaism wasn’t cool.
Instead, I was drawn to the unfamiliar, the taboo, the Other—studying exotic Eastern
cultures and dating boyfriends of other faiths.

There were many reasons for my departure from Judaism. My explorations of
yoga had led me to see the body as sacred—indeed, this route eventually lead to my
choice of dance therapy as a profession. Where in Judaism was the expression of
spirit through body, I wondered? In general, my sense of Jewish bodies was that they
were overweight; fed on food too rich and plentiful; spilling over with diffuse, effusive
energy. | turned my back on all of that, seeking Eastern discipline and containment.

So I studied yoga and Tantric sex and the stories of Hindu goddesses. To me,
these provided powerful images of the body as a disciplined and sensuous way of
knowing and expressing spirit, of uniting eros and psyche.
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Institute, where 1 immersed myself in the
contemplative traditions of Vajrayana
Buddhism. It was to be the beginning of
a 15-year discipleship with Chogyam
Trungpa Rinpoche.

During a month-long dathun in
Boulder, in which we meditated for eight
hours a day, I learned the importance of
‘silence, letting go, and doing one action
at a time. I grew accustomed to rooms
that were sparse and clean and to seeing
discipline as a positive expression of
natural clarity and openness.

In Buddhism, 1found a direct, expe-
riential sense of the sacred. That was not
true for Judaism—although I continued to
study its traditions, hoping that my in-
creasing spiritual awareness would allow
me to make a deep connection. At a
rabbi-led class on mysticism in the early
1980s, we analyzed the story of Ezekiel’s
chariot—a mystical image if ever there
was one. Yet the whole exercise seemed
too intellectual. For a while, I even

explored Chassidism, a mystical sect.

started by the Ba’al Shem Tov in 18th-
century Russia. But the Chassidic syna-
gogues were filled with children, noise,
and gossip—and 1 found mysel{ missing
the feeling of awe and contemplative time
I found in Buddhism.

But as | approached my 40th birth-
day, things began subtly to shift. I found
myself longing for my own tradition.
Now that 1 was a mature adult, it did not
seem so important to distance myself
from my parents—or their religion.
Instead, 1 began to appreciate them and
to value the passion and expressiveness
of our ethnicity. Aware of the approach-
ing second half of my life and conse-
quenty of my morality, I no longer
wanted to run away. 1 wanted to stay
home—indeed, make a home—and con-
front difficult issues with my parents and
my origins.

Synchronicity and my psyche as-
sisted in the return. Old friends from my
Zionist days reappeared. 1 was offered the
chance to return to Israel twice and did
so; although the country had changed
radically, 1 still felt a vibrancy there.
Through Jungian analysis, 1 explored
images and metaphors that appeared in
my dreams and in my waking life, images
that 1 could see were underlying and
guiding my journey through both faiths.

One striking image was that of the
wanderer. As | contemplated the condi-
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A Healing Place For Mind, Body and Spirit

Pocket Ranch Institute focuses on guiding people through
trauma and distress, such as burn-out, grief, childhood and
sexual abuse issues, self-destructive behavior and spiritual
emergency. We are clinically licensed professionals who are
dedicated to the awakening of the human spirit.

Pocket Ranch is a safe, nurturing environment on 440
acres in the Sonoma County wine country, two hours from
San Francisco. Qur programs reflect the belief that reaching
for the inner self in times of crisis is a unique and powerful
opportunity for healing.

We offer the Woodlands Program, a twelve-bed adult
residential treatment center, licensed by the State of California.
Placed in a sanctuary-like setting, this program is an alterna-
tive to psychiatric hospitalization for those in crisis.

We offer the STAR Program, a 17-day intensive thera-
peutic retreat which addresses childhood issues and adult
dysfunctional behaviors through a feelings-based, experiential
healing process.
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retreats, we are particularly committed to providing a nurtur-
ing retreat where therapists and others in the helping profes- .
sions can come in anonymity to reduce stress and address

in§ their professional and personal lives.

ONHAVINGITALL...
AND BLOowING IT

to Gary Hart, the world is full of
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WANTED:
PROVOSTS AND STUDENTS
SUMMIT UNIVERSITY
OF LOUISIANA

Summit University of Louisiana (SUL) is the only
community assessment university in the US. that
evaluates an individual's life learning and issues
degrees. Students earn B.A’s, M.A's, Ph.Ds in
most disciplines.

SUL assesses learning. Summit does not have
or contract with faculty, or offer instruction.
Students choose their own resources o1 mentors,

¢ design their entire program without
required courses.

* No classrooms or on-campus residency

¢ Fees are low ($2,500.00/cademic year,
max 2 yrs. per degree)

¢ No interest financial aid available. Low
monthly payments.

Provosts are self-motivated, creative, autono-
mous entrepreneurs with experiencefskills as
assessors of educational/life experience. After
thorough orientation; Provosts can receive gen-
erous income with minimal timefcapital invest-
ment. As a Provost with SUL you will be living the
commitment that learning is a joyful experience.

SUL is non-profit, non-sectarian, religious.
It will not seek accreditation in the USA.
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7508 Hayne Blvd., New Orleans, LA 70126. Call:
(504) 241-0227.

PENDLE HILL

A QUAKER CENTER FOR
STUDY AND CONTEMPLATION

“PendleHill balancessolltude and
community,
contemplation
and action so
gracefully
that all who
come can be
refreshed.”

—Elise
Boulding

Quakers and non-Quakers alike
come to Pendle Hill for spiritual
enrichment and study. The
Pendle Hill community welcomes
you whether for a short-term
sojourn, a weekend conference,
or a ten-week residential term.

Information Services ® Box B
338 Plush Mill Road
Wallingford, PA 19086
(800) 742-3150 = (215) 566-4507
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tion of exile and the diaspora—a situation
both Jewish and Tibetan—! came to
understand my loneliness and sense of
dislocation from an archetypal and
cultural perspective. The Hebrew word
na-v'nad means both a fugitive and a
wanderer. As protestant theologian
Reinhold Niebuhr pointed out, wander-
ers are “persoms in motion—passing
through territories not their own-—
seeking something we might call ‘com-
pletion’, or perhaps ‘clarity,’ a goal 10
which only the spirit’s compass points
the way.’” Befriending my wandering
helped to alleviate my feelings of isolation
and helped me to see myself as belong-
ing to a tribe of wanderers who shared the
experience of exile.

The image of the orphan had a
similar hold on me; it described my
feelings of being cut off from my roots,
from the oral transmission of ritual and
blessing, from my ancestors. Reading
Paul Cowan'’s book An Orphan in His-
tory, which identified the orphaned con-
dition as a historically Jewish phenome-
non, gave me an enormous sense of relief
and recognition. My sense of being an
orphan did not need to cut me off. 1
realized, but could in fact connect me to
other Jews.

Finally, I worked with the image of
wrestling. Although for years 1 strove for
the Eastern ideal of serenity, my own
mind remained more like a Woody Allen
monologue. When a rabbi told me that
Judaism was “a noisy religion” that was
“about complexity,” 1 felt some of the
pressure taken off my quest for simplicity
and surrender. Reading Arthur Was-
kow’s Seasons of Our Joy also helped.
as I came to see that ever since Abraham
the Jewish relationship with God has not
been one of faith but of dialogue and
covenant; the intimacy of wrestling with
God. 1 was very moved by this idea of a
relational spirituality and relieved to
know that my restless Buddhist “monkey
mind” was perfectly acceptable as Jewish
mind.

As gratifying as any of these midlife
revelations was my discovery of aJewish
tradition of ecstatic dance still very much
alive in my own family. At a family
gathering, my great-aunt told us about her
father—chazzan of a Chassidic group in
Russia for whom singing and dancing
had been the path to spirit. Apparendy
when he was moved, he would jump up



on the table, cover his face, and singand
dance with great emotion. When 1 asked
my great-aunt about her father’s teach-
ings, she said these had not been ex-
pressed through words but through “a
special communication. . .he talked
from the heart; he had a soul.” When 1
asked her how he meditated, she danced
around the living room for me. At age 75
and under five feet tall, she looked
remarkably like Isadora Duncan.

As 1danced with her, 1 reflected on
how I'had found my way into the obscure
profession of dance therapy—which
combined ritual, psyche, art, and com-
munity in a way missing in traditional
psychotherapy. I began to feel that 1 had
not chosen my spiritual search at all—that
it was somehow inherited, somehow in-
evitable. Soon after that 1 discovered
Miriam, the biblical prophetess and sister
of Moses, who by devising a clever plan
to save her brother’s life helped the Jews
escape bondage in Egypt. Miriam did not
express her gift of prophecy through the
words and logos of man but through song
and dance. When the Red Sea parted dur-
ing the Exodus, she gathered the women
together and led them across, timbrel in
hand. Hers is the first recorded song in
the Bible. As and several other women
continued to explore the tradition of
sacred dance in Judaism, we were given
the name “Sisters of Miriam” by Rabbi
Zalman Schachter.

As 1 look back on the forks and
branches in my spiritual path, 1 can
glimpse a meaning and coherence that
emerges with increasing clarity only over
time. It might seem, after all, that
Judaism—with its emphasis on memory,
guilt, and responsibility—couldn’t be
more different than the cool, spacious-
ness of Buddhism, which invites its
followers to move beyond their personal
histories? But to me, the two are not
incompatible. 1 need clarity, discipline,
and abstraction—yes. But 1 also crave
closeness and warmth, rhythm and emo-
tion. To me, it is as if the two religions
represent different archetypes within the
Self, different voices in a dialogue. In my
life, that dialogue has not stopped but
continues to deepen as my journey
unfolds.

llene Serlin, Ph.D., is a professor at the
Saybrook Institute and a psychotherapist in
private practice in San Francisco and Mill Valley.

"I think we have a revolution
on our hands.”

Comment on Contemplative Psychoﬂlel.'apy
by Chégyam Trungpa Rinpoche,
Founder of The Naropa Institute

O

ven the most confused

and unpleasant

mental and emotional
states contain "brilliant
sanity." Rather than
trying to get rid of these
experiences, contemplative
psychotherapists know how
to recognize and cultivate
wakefulness, open-mindedness
and compassion in themselves and in their
clients. A full-time program combining
coursework, meditation, and fieldwork.
Our 17th year.
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Remember when you lived out
of your artistic imagination? Do
it again at Living Stage. Expand
your creativity. Develop creative
problem-solving skills. Become
more expressive. Experience a
profound sense of wholeness.
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Call now for your free brochure:
202-554-9066, ext. 240; TTY:
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