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PREFACE

There is an illustration, an informative chart in fact, reprinted in a book called Kike! A Documentary History of Anti-Semitism in America. The chart was first published in 1888 in a book called The Original Mr. ‘Jacobs, by the noted author “Anon.” It consists of nine small pen-and-ink drawings of body parts, with a helpful legend keyed to them. It is called “How We May Know Him,” and the legend says:


Fig. 1 Restless suspicious eyes. Fig. 2 Curved nose and nostrils. Fig. 3 Ill-shapen ears of great size like those of a bat. Fig. 4 Thick lips and sharp rat’s teeth. Fig. 5 Round knees. Fig. 6 Low brow. Fig. 7 Long clammy fingers. Fig. 8 Flat feet. Fig. 9 Repulsive rear view.



Figure 2 is a classic side view of the Jewish nose, Figure 4 displays the rat’s teeth between fleshy lips, Figure 7 looks more like a claw than a hand, and Figure 9, a rear view of the subject, shows just huge ears and a hairy neck. The Nazi view of Jewish anatomy would actually be much more subtle and scientific, but after all, it was half a century later and in the world’s most civilized nation, not that primitive backwater America. Still, although the Germans could build on work done in America and Europe throughout the nineteenth century, the foundations go much deeper, and it is part of this book’s purpose to trace them.

But it will do much more than depict the Jewish body from the viewpoint of its enemies. Since ancient times, Jews have had very clear ideas about their own bodies, and these ideas—and the practices that went along with them—changed dramatically over the three millennia since the Jews became an identifiable people. Some had to do with regulating sex, some involved internalizing contemptuous images drawn by others, some were deliberate reactions against those images, and some involved what might be called a centuries-long compare-and-contrast exercise between the Jewish body and the body (if any) of the Jewish God.

Jews are known as the people of the book, but they have also been called the people of the body,1 and some of their most revered books through the ages have dealt extensively with the body—how and how not to change it, care for it, reproduce it, satisfy its insistent demands, bless and thank God for its myriad functions, and dispose of it after all those functions cease. The Hebrew Bible is full of messages about the body and twenty centuries of rabbinical interpretations of them have parsed them to the nth degree. The Jewish body during those centuries went from strong and warlike to weak and submissive and back to strong and warlike again, with momentous consequences for Jewish destiny.

As for God’s body, Jewish destiny was shaped by the Jews’ insistence that God didn’t have one, yet their refusal to embody God was inextricably tied up with their views about their own bodies. The medieval mystic books of the Kabbalah tried to give God a body after all and scholars have argued over its meaning ever since. Jacob, who is Israel, “wrestled with gods and men and won,” although he limped away, so the people of the book are also called God-wrestlers. In the last century or so, some Jewish writers have shown less interest in wrestling with God than with the world and with themselves, and their ideas about the Jewish body, some ironic and funny, some rude and bawdy, some tragic and grotesque, have shaped the consciousness of countless readers, Jewish and non.

It is my goal in this book not only to trace the Jewish body through its radical, almost magical transformations, but to try to understand how Jewish bodies and Jewish thoughts about them have shaped the Jewish mind and the Jewish contribution to civilization. Finally, very tentatively and carefully, we will consider how centuries of relative bodily isolation, inspired for better or worse by ideas about the body, may have shaped Jewish genes. If there is a thread that organizes all these themes, it is this: The world made the Jews weak, so weak for so long that even they became convinced that the only strength they would ever have would be mental. That sort of strength they had in ample measure, and they used it to refine their approaches to God and human, male and female, sex and love, tragedy and comedy into an exquisite array of comforting distractions. They came, however, to mistrust the physical, so much so that their bodies seemed both polluting and comical to themselves and others. The comedy offered relief, as did the comfort of sexuality, and we will see how. So did the Torah, for the many who embraced it.

But two great events of the twentieth century—one the worst thing that ever happened to the Jews, and the other the best—turned the tables on Jewish weakness forever. Strength prevailed, because the very best powers of the Jewish mind became allied to a new physical strength, rising out of the ashes and blood of six million murders. This synergy produced the state and the army of Israel. It has won, and will continue to win, great victories against great odds.

As I was growing up, my beloved rabbi, Bernard L. Berzon, delivered passionate sermons about Torah, ethics, and observance, but also about Israel. One of them, collected in his book Good Beginnings, was on the Torah passage in which Moses, in his first act of solidarity with his people, kills an Egyptian who is brutally beating a Hebrew slave. The rabbi referred to the galut, the exile, which followed centuries later and lasted for millennia.

“Through the centuries of dispersion and exile, the Jew developed a galut psychology of fear and, like his ancestors in Egypt, yielded to the onslaughts and insults of vicious men in a degrading and humiliating manner. He bent to receive the kicks and blows of every murderous charlatan without fighting back. He practiced the policy of nonresis-tance long before Ghandi and Nehru. He became spineless and frail—afraid to strike back. Those who spent their early youth in Europe will bear me out that this was generally the case. When an anti-Semitic scoundrel threatened one of our people, the Jew would either run for his life, beg for mercy, or cover his face with his hands to ward off the blows.”

There were many in our synagogue to bear him out, and I often heard their stories. But on that Saturday morning, this is what they and I heard next: “We in our generation have lived to witness the rebirth of Jewish courage. Thank God that our sons and daughters in Israel have learned to use their fists against their foes … Blessed be the fist of each one of our heroes! May they continue to use their hands against the would-be annihilators of Israel.”

The Jews tried mind alone for eighteen hundred years; that led to defenselessness, contempt, isolation, pogroms, and finally mass murder on a scale unknown in human history. The traditional balms of God, law, ritual, learning, love, sex, family, narrative, and comedy passed through the gates of Auschwitz and were all found wanting. God did not answer the prayers of the victims, the Torah did not explain their plight, their sense of humor slammed into a burning wall. Enforced starvation and pestilence abolished sexuality, and married women were shot for the crime of pregnancy. One and a half million children were murdered; the love of their mothers and fathers did not save them. Survival on this planet depends not on mind alone, but on mind and body, argument and physical force, learning and fighting, genius and, yes, violence judiciously construed. The world has been, is, and will be a very dangerous place for Jews. They tried weakness—oh, how they tried; indeed, they were better versed in it than anyone else on earth. Strength is better.





PROLOGUE

Growing up in the 1950s, I was a more or less normal adolescent boy, which in itself entails a lot of anatomical curiosity, and since I was amply familiar with my own body, I was eager to know more about the fairer sex—or more exactly, the sex of the fairer sex. In the timid fifties, we were not exactly flooded with the facts of life. No sex ed courses, no explicit talk on TV, no graphic rappers naming forbidden organs, no movies leaving nothing to even the wildest imaginations. We were not only starved for sex, we were desperately scrounging for scraps of knowledge about it.

But I wasn’t just an average boy of the fearful fifties, I was Orthodox. From the first hot blast of puberty I wanted to be pure but was not getting even close, and God was reading my filthy mind every minute of every day—not to mention the frustrated nights. Psychologists find that girls going through puberty experience anxiety and even depression over their changing bodies and body images; like most boys, in contrast, I couldn’t wait to leave my childish body behind.

I was soft and pudgy. “Husky,” they called it then, in the boys’ pants department where, to my mortification, my mother had to take me. I was terrible at team sports, although I did try, sometimes to the dismay of captains of stickball or punchball teams, who eventually had to pick me, too, for our street games. I did well in school, Hebrew school, and even the Boy Scouts, which—even though it was a Jewish troop that met in the synagogue basement—I dearly hoped was going to toughen me up a little, so that I wouldn’t fall quite so far short of the American manly ideal.

Not that there weren’t models among the Jewish men. Some had just returned from World War II combat. Others, new Americans, bore blue tattooed numbers on their forearms. One short, solidly muscular, very handsome forty-ish man with graying curly hair—I can still see him striding confidently along the stained-glass windows, backlit by sunlight filtered through his prayer shawl—was said to have gone to the gas chambers three times, each time breathing the air in a space beneath the falling bodies. Then, too, there was a refugee from a different era, squat, bent, and elderly with only a few remaining strands of white hair, who had survived Russian pogroms at the turn of the century. He was missing the first joint of his right index finger—his trigger finger—because he had deliberately cut it off to avoid serving in the tsar’s army, at a time when you were drafted for twenty-five years.

Two of my uncles had fought in France in World War I. And there was my cousin, after whom I was named, serenely handsome in his hometown newspaper photo, wearing his Army Air Corps captain’s uniform, protected from age by death. He’d been downed by lightning as the copilot of a B–25 bomber when he was just about to be shipped overseas.

These and many other Jewish men’s bodies fascinated me, and I wished I could be like them. In my fantasy life I was leading the escape from the concentration camp or piloting the bomber, winning the war against Hitler and shutting down the gas chambers. But I wasn’t like them. For one thing, I wasn’t going through puberty fast enough, and one of my nicknames in the Boy Scouts was “Baby Fat,” which at least had a kernel of hope in it, since normal growth might make it go away, and maybe with it my shyness. I went through the tortures of the damned before I could raise my hand in class. The last thing I wanted to do was call attention to my body.

For most of my childhood I had been in the synagogue every day of the week, yet as a teenager I became steadily more religious. I lacked the courage to wear a yarmulke to public school, but I began to put it on as soon as I got home. To my parents’ puzzlement, I unscrewed the bulb in the refrigerator before sunset on Friday, making my father grope in the dark for his midnight snack. And, after my bar mitzvah, I began to put on tefillin and daven every morning at home. How goodly are thy tents, O Jacob, thy dwelling places, O Israel! This took me back in an instant to ancient times, when God was clearly and constantly present among the Jews, a time of heroes, of Jewish glory. I went on to intone the prayer about the body, just awakened from the almost deathly, awesome state of sleep:

Blessed art Thou O Lord our God, King of the universe, Who has formed man in wisdom, and created in him many passages and vessels. It is well known before Thy glorious throne, that if but one of these be opened, or one of those be closed, it would be impossible to exist and stand before Thee. Blessed art Thou O Lord, Who heals all flesh and works wonders. For a sleepy, pudgy boy whose body was not a source of pride or even pleasure, it was a comforting way to start the day.

And then there was the litany of other blessings, many of which were about the body: Blessed art Thou O Lord our God, King of the universe…

… Who opens the eyes of the blind.

… Who clothes the naked.

… Who girds Israel with might.

… Who gives strength to the weary.

… Who removes sleep from my eyes and slumber from my eyelids.

And then, too,

… Who has not made me a heathen.

… Who has not made me a slave.

… Who has not made me… a woman.

I said this, while women, I knew, said Who has made me according to Thy will. Evasive explanations notwithstanding, the message was clear even to a boy.

But if not being a woman made me special, surely the thoughts and feelings I was having about women had to be somehow part of God’s plan for me. Yet Bonnie Gitlin, a seventh-grade goddess with a cloud of blond curls and (already!) actual breasts, took no notice of me or my crush on her, even though I sat right behind her in homeroom. Except once when I tripped sidling between the rows as we filed in for auditorium, and I saw her grin and call me “Klutzy” to one of her entourage. In what was surely blasphemy even to a God whose first commandment was Be fruitful and multiply, I began to wrap my tefillin especially tightly around my forearm, so the indentations the leather left on my skin would last longer. I would get to homeroom and the stripes would still be faintly there. Perhaps Bonnie would notice them one day and ask me about them. After that anything might be possible. Needless to say, this was not the right pickup strategy for Bonnie, nor were any of my other ideas about courtship over the next couple of years. My late-night reveries became ever more frustrated. Yet I couldn’t find out almost anything in those benighted days about the subject that interested me most.

Imagine my surprise and delight when I and a couple of other boys began to study Talmud with the rabbi’s son—an aspiring rabbi himself—after my high school day was over: The first of the twenty-odd volumes we dipped into was opened to an order—that’s what the Talmud’s six main sections are called—with the marvelous title of Nashim, which just means “Women.” My search, I thought, was over, and it had ended in the most unlikely place.

Nashim records the opinions and debates of rabbis (what the Talmud basically consists of) concerning the very subject I aspired to study and master. So here we were, a bunch of adolescent boys sitting around a table pondering the revered expert opinions of a bunch of ancient (both senses of the word) men who sat around their table pondering that mysterious, intricate, unplumbed subject, “Women.” Like me, apparently, the rabbis of old were beset with anatomical curiosity, but they legitimized and even sacralized it by debating what the Torah had meant to say about women. The first few of the eight tractates, or subsections, of Nasbim dealt basically with the laws about who could marry or divorce whom, when and how, and what obligations were entailed in matrimony. These contracts were not without interest. In the marriage contract, for instance, a man’s obligations to his wife were (and are) clearly spelled out: food, clothing, and sex. All right, I thought; the revered rabbis not only okayed it, they required it—although from what I saw in high school (not to mention what I felt in my own Jewish body), it seemed odd to imply, as the rabbis sometimes did, that sex was something women need and men provide out of a sense of obligation.

I later discovered that the rabbis’ views were a lot more complex. Roaming around in the Talmud—especially with the English translation on the facing page, a very long shelf of books—produced many discoveries. Taharot, or “Purity,” contained a tractate called Niddab, which meant “Menstruating Woman”—yucky but fascinating. Interested as I was in high school biology, it had so far all been frog dissections and smelly paramecium cultures. Now my religious studies were getting me inside women’s bodies, legitimizing my interest in their mysterious machinery. Menstrual blood made women impure, to be sure, as did intermenstrual bleeding and even childbirth itself. But after the time of impurity, a woman immersed herself in the mikvab, the ritual bath, and became pure again, which meant her husband could once again have sex with her.

The laws about women’s bodies represent no more than a fraction of the vast reaches of the Talmud, a great compendium of wisdom, judgment, philosophy, tradition, story, and law. As much as anything it was what sustained the Jewish people for two millennia. Still, for a boy wondering rather desperately about all the secrets of women and sex, it seemed legitimate now to be curious about these things, because the greatest rabbis who ever lived were curious about them, too.

Not only that, they were, like me, quite capable of the lewdest thoughts. This is made explicit and a cornerstone of Jewish law: All men are lustful, and therefore no man, even if his occupation takes him among women, is allowed to be in their presence unless one of them is his wife or a close relative. Talmud stories convey critical lessons, and the ones about rabbis facing temptation are some of the most telling.1

Rav and Rabbi Judah are walking behind a woman when Rav says they must pass her so as not to become aroused. Judah reminds him that he has ruled that “fit men” could be in the presence of women. “I did not mean fit men like you and me,” Rav replies; though they are among the greatest of rabbis, neither is fit to control his lust.

Amram the Pious finds himself in the awkward position of having some women redeemed from captivity staying temporarily in an upper floor of his house. Ten strong men remove the heavy ladder so that no man can get up there. But Rabbi Amram catches a glimpse of one of the women and finds the strength to move the ladder back by himself. Halfway up the ladder his conscience pricks him and he cries out, “Fire at Rabbi Amram’s!” Other rabbis run to his house and save Amram from his own incendiary desire.

Rabbi Meir and Rabbi Akiva are two of the greatest sages, yet each has Satan appear to him as a beautiful woman. Meir spies his across a river and, there being no ferry at the time, starts to pull himself across with the ferry rope. Akiva (who famously married a peerless wife for love) sees his own temptress atop a palm tree, which he starts to climb. But in each case the Satanic lovely is warned off by a voice from Heaven, Beware of the rabbi and his Torah! and lets the straying sage go.

And Rabbi Hiya, tormented by sexual urges, ascetically keeps himself from his wife until out of frustration and loneliness she disguises herself as a prostitute and comes to him in his garden. He propositions her, she makes him fetch a pomegranate from the very top of the tree, and they couple. Coming home to his wife as herself, he confesses and crawls inside the oven. Her explanation (and proof, with the pomegranate) is to no avail. What she meant as a lesson to mend his ascetic ways leads to still greater guilt as he torments and fasts himself to death.

So the rabbis, far from considering themselves above temptation, count themselves among the greatest sinners. Yet desire is normal—that is why men must marry—and Hiya’s first mistake is to fail to have sex with his wife. The message is that all men are imbued with very strong sexual urges that cannot be suppressed, only channeled, and the whole point of the Rabbinic debates and laws about men and women is to help us with the channeling. Even as a boy I understood this, and I tried to live up to what my beloved rabbi, and the millennial succession of his teachers before him, expected of me.

Still, at the age of seventeen, I lost my faith. I started college that fall, still living at home with my parents, who were poor enough that tuition-free Brooklyn College—whose clock-tower spire I had gazed at from my childhood bedroom window—was really my only choice. Fortunately it was a good one, but there were other things going on in my life and in the world besides a college education. In August, still sixteen by a few days, I defied my parents to go to Washington, where I heard Martin Luther King Jr. deliver the speech that would change America and the world. White as I was (to whatever extent Jews are really white), his dream was my dream, too. I was active in that movement, in the grassroots effort to stave off nuclear war (a constant threat in that dangerous era), and was already protesting the small but growing American involvement in Vietnam.

In philosophy class I sat next to a beautiful girl with pale skin and eyes and long dark hair who won my heart. The professor would come in, sit cross-legged on the desk, blow pipe smoke in our direction, and start “doing philosophy,” which in his case meant, among other things, undermining faith with the power of language analysis. Still an Orthodox Jew, I had little use for this, and frequently succumbed to the temptation to whisper with my pale-eyed friend. Halfway through the semester, the prof—quite properly—called us up after class and asked us to sit separately. In a huff, I stopped coming, and ended with a D+.

But his message must have sunk in somehow, or else I must have been ready for it. For most of the semester I walked to that young woman’s house, almost an hour each way, on Friday nights to observe the Sabbath. By the end of that term (I lost the girl to another boy) I was no longer a believer. I decided to study anthropology to get a new take on religion and a new story of the human past. I was premed, like every other good Jewish boy in that era, but I pursued another path of curiosity, regarding human nature and its origins. I went to graduate school in biological anthropology and learned about the biological bases of human behavior—the embodiment of mind.

I spent two years doing research among hunters and gatherers in Africa’s Kalahari Desert, and taught about anthropology and human nature for five years, when my more basic, older anatomical curiosity finally overcame me, and I did go to medical school. My favorite saying, Nothing human is alien to me, now meant not just the Kalahari hunter-gatherers but every conceivable physical and mental illness, as well as the “normal” processes of birth (I delivered thirty-five babies) and death.

I finished medical school but went back to teaching. Because of Africa, because of medicine and illness, and not least because of fatherhood, I was a changed man, but I was just as obsessed as ever about the body. I thought I was finished with anything very explicitly Jewish, but I could hardly have been more wrong, and it was the tiny body of my first child, a daughter, and the expectant look in her eyes, that let me know in no uncertain terms that Judaism and Jewishness were not finished with me.
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God’s Body

Agod without a body. From the beginning, this peculiar, even crazy notion anchored the faith of the Jews and made them objects of ridicule and suspicion among their neighbors. So strange was this idea that their own prophets had to pound them with it because of their persistent drift back toward idolatry. Much later it divided them from Christians, too—a process going on today as Jews watch Christians lament the mortification of Christ and mysteriously consume his body and blood. The ancient Greeks (who had, we will see, a cult of the body) called them atheists, since evidence of their faith, in the usual wood and stone forms, was nil.

Their altars in temples on high places were certainly made for sacrifice—on festival days, the blood of sheep and goats ran down like streams. But what were they sacrificing to? Where was the gorgeously crafted graven image that for every normal people showed not only what the gods looked like but also which in that particular place and time would have his or her nostrils filled with the sweet aroma of all those burnt offerings?
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Household figurine of the Canaanite goddess Ashera.
Courtesy of Sacred Source/Ancient Images Ancient Wisdom,
www.sacredsource.com. Used by permission.

Despite variations from culture to culture, everyone knew what the gods were: greatly enhanced versions of men, women, or animals, with human and superhuman natures. They had special bodies, no doubt. They could make their bodies invisible, transport them from heaven to earth in an instant, appear as beggars or soldiers, change themselves into the huge, strong bodies of bulls or the elegant bodies of swans, or replace their human heads with heads of elephants. They were immortal, mysterious, and unbelievably endowed, but they were unquestionably embodied. The oldest fertility goddesses were gravid with fat thighs and bellies, the later ones lithe sexual beauties, a messenger god was fleet of foot, a sex god was half randy bovine, and the goddess of intelligence was born out of the very head of the father of all the other gods.

And here now was this weak, primitive, upstart, annoying Johnny-come-lately people, country bumpkins, really, who could build practically nothing and rarely won a war, come toddling along to tell the world’s great civilizations that you shouldn’t carve or hammer out an image of a god, and furthermore, there was only one of them! Not surprisingly, many Jews didn’t believe this themselves but hid and hoarded household carvings in wood, stone, and precious metals, some even assembled from stuck-together lumps of crockery, while their priests and prophets railed against them, trying to make them worship only a body-less, invisible, unitary god. An abstraction. A figment, perhaps, of prophetic or priestly imagination. A disembodied voice booming out of a cloud or a bush. A ghostly, forceful, collective memory. An all-knowing, all-seeing, all-thinking mind, with a capital M if you like, but a mind only.

No wonder these Jews were called atheists. No wonder the common people among them longed for and clung to the old gods with arms and heads and torsos, with male and female gender, with transcendent beauty or a twisted, gimpy leg, with speed or strength, with a superhuman capacity to feel and survive physical pain. No wonder that, in the prophets’ words, this “stiff-necked people” constantly slid back.

No wonder, either, that, even as they lost their last temple and became, willy-nilly, more abstract, even as they shaped a new version of their religion without the ritual slaughter of live animal bodies, without an altar or a temple, with basically nothing but texts and conversations describing their great invisible God—a student of Aristotle’s wrote of the Jews, “Philosophers by race, they converse with each other about their God”—they spawned a new daughter religion, Christianity, which returned to the body, literally, with a vengeance. The bodiless Jewish God, according to new doctrine, had sent a sacred spirit to impregnate a thoroughly human being, a woman—however holy—going from dust to dust, and in her womb sprang up a physical embodiment of God himself, a paradoxical son of God who was also God, a part of God that would assume a truly human form, be born in pain and risk and blood, grow up under stress and prejudice, breathe, eat, drink, eliminate, and feel a beating human heart in an all-too-human breast. And this man, this body inhabited by God, would suffer and sense not only the pain of every other human being but the most extreme pain that human beings feel, that of torture and a diabolically difficult and painful death.

In the worship of Jesus, in the sign of the cross, and in the millennial tears shed over his tragic, agonizing end, the body of God resumed a central place in religious life. “God’s body,” “God’s wounds,” and “God’s blood” may have been blasphemies, but they were part of folk discourse for centuries, in themselves a kind of backhanded worship. And to the suffering masses of good Christians, nothing was more comforting than the certainty that God Himself for a time had had a human body, had suffered, and had felt physical pain, not just as great as theirs but even greater.

And the Jews—what of them? They went on, you might say, in parallel, except that there were so few that they barely mattered. A boil or a canker sore, some did say, on the great pure body of Christendom. An arrogant, ugly people who persisted in their arcane debates, their absurd abstractions, who refused to understand and believe what everyone knew. A stubborn people who refused to take the wafer and wine in their mouths, who would rather die than follow the only route to salvation, generously offered to them time and time again—believing in and consuming the body and blood of Jesus Christ. All they seemed to be able to do was scoff at true believers and
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