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HIDDEN JEW


At times the truth shines so brilliantly that we perceive it clear as day. Our nature and our habit then draw a veil over our perception, and we return to a darkness as dense as before. We are like those who, beholding frequent flashes of lightning, still find themselves in the thickest darkness of night.

—Maimonides, The Guide for the Perplexed




I.

I was nine years old when my mother forced me to convert to Christianity. We had just moved from New York City to a small southern town whose local hospital had recruited her to open a medical practice. My new faith was a ruse—I never formally converted—but if anyone asked, I was instructed by my mother to say I was Unitarian. She also required me to keep these sectarian machinations secret from my father, who was still in New York and who would have filed a court order demanding custody if he had the slightest notion of what she was up to. Meanwhile, I was enrolled at the Christ Episcopal Day School, where I studied the Bible, attended church each week, received Communion, and even sang in the choir. For the years of my childhood in Mississippi, I lived a minor sort of double life: fake Christian in Mississippi and secular Jew in Manhattan, where I returned for holidays and summer break.

Understand, please, that I love my mother, and know that she had her reasons. In retrospect, her belief that our town would reject a divorced, Yankee, female doctor who was also Jewish seems far from absurd. Yet let no one mistake her either for a friend of the Jews. She was convinced that the ceaseless shtick that defines Judaism in this country—the wry exceptionalism, the ironic fatalism, the false socialism, the Zionist apologetics, the Yiddish jargoning, the hand-wringing over the Holocaust—barred her from the full American experience. For her, being a Jew meant being cheated of a piece of this country’s restless, rootless anonymity. She didn’t hate Jews or Judaism, and she certainly didn’t want to hurt me. She just wanted to be one of us.

Neither of my parents came from an observant background: no kashrut, no Shabbos, no yarmulkes, no fasting for the sins, no autumnal New Year. Christmas trees stood next to the menorahs in the homes of our families. Religious iconography like the chai and the Star of David disappeared permanently with the demise of disco, replaced with popular-cultural or sporting figures of worship (and G_d said, “Bless the Knicks.”). An American Diaspora saw our relatives willingly exiled to white-bred enclaves in Minnesota, Arizona, New Jersey, and California. Then came the inevitable passing of the family patriarchs and matriarchs—the Hebrew and Yiddish speakers, the shtetl descendants, the mumblers of prayers, the pious head-bobbers—survived by offspring who wed non-Jewish spouses. For my family, as for many modern-day American Jews, the faith was no faith, but rather a culture, a sensibility, a form of humor, an array of tastes, a canon of literature, a philosophy of work and education; it crossed over into practice only at Passover and Hanukkah, if then. As such, I knew as a child that my Christianity was a lie but it rarely felt like a pose. Even if we hadn’t moved to Mississippi, my mother could have easily disposed of our Jewish identity. It was, put simply, just what you do.

My mother and her equally ambivalent coreligionists have no natural claim to this history, of course. What cohort of postwar Americans, Jewish or otherwise, hasn’t confronted such an evolution? That said, not every child of the fifties ended up moving his or her family to the Bible Belt and living as a false Christian. A lapsed Jew is a Jew, whereas a woman who forces her kids to pretend to be Unitarian, sends them to Episcopal school, marries a Catholic man, and publicly denies the religion of her birth—that’s a far sight more radical. This, I imagine, requires some explanation.

My mother’s mythology on this subject works as follows. She first traveled to Mississippi in the late sixties on a college road trip. Driving a rutted southern highway in her obligatory VW Beetle, this nice Jewish girl from Queens surveyed the antebellum mansions, the Spanish moss, the clouds heavy with the afternoon downpour and, for reasons she finds impossible, even now, to parse in any rational fashion, determines to live there. A life in this place would offer an egress from the specificity of her birth, a release from the responsibilities of history, a new home in which to become the Somebody of her own invention, or better yet, the Nobody of her fantasies. After two children, a divorce, and a failed Manhattan medical practice, she was finally able to fulfill the requirements of the myth and was reborn.

By the time I had reached adulthood, the importance of my forced conversion had seemingly receded. It was another dissociated artifact of my childhood, half myth, half a character trait in someone else’s novel. It’s not that I never thought about Judaism. I did. I even wrote about it on occasion, albeit in a tangential fashion. I published a story about the “Modern Orthodox” Jews who build imaginary homes from fishing line and telephone poles; about a rock band with Jewish singers performing Cambodian pop tunes; about Jewish sex (I was asked by a magazine to write a reader’s survey on the topic that was killed, thankfully, before publication). The problem was that nothing I did brought me closer to understanding my identity or even inquiring about it in a serious way. If anything, it made assessing my connection to my birth religion more difficult. I had no stake in these stories. It was Judaism-as-play, an identity that happened to someone else.

As I dabbled in these matters I began to realize just how uncomfortable I am with most practitioners of my birth religion. I worry that if they knew of my past they might not accept me as Jewish, and, with some of my mother’s scorn cutting through the unease, I wonder why I would want their acceptance in the first place. The result has been a furtive fascination with Judaism, one that compels and repels in equal measure. Moreover, with the distance that my experiences have put between me and the Judaism of my forebears, I find myself forced to ask a simple question: Am I a Jew?

There is, admittedly, a certain Hebraic quality in even asking such a question. What other faith conjures up so much doubt in its adherents? It is fundamental to the religion itself. Do you speak Hebrew? Great if you do, but if you don’t, you can still be a Jew. Were you bar mitzvahed? Nice (such a good boy!), but plenty of Jews weren’t. Kosher, not kosher; kosher at home; kosher only if there are no Catholics around; kosher except for bacon, except for shrimp, except for cheeseburgers, only on the good china, never in school, never when it’s embarrassing. Have you been to Israel? Did you wail at the Wailing Wall? Do you consider Israel a fascist state? Was your mother Jewish? When was the last time you went to temple? Quick—what’s the difference between the Talmud, the Mishnah, and the Gemara? (Hint: It’s a trick question.) Do you believe in God? Are you a Jew for Jesus? A Crypto-Jew? Are you a cultural Jew, and if so, what is your opinion of Woody Allen’s latest film? Do you find Heeb magazine amusing? Sammy Davis Jr.? Were you born Jewish? Did you convert? Did the rabbi send you away three times before he gave you the secret codes to the international bank accounts? Where do you get a bagel in this town?

Am I a Jew? It’s an obvious question but one that even the most sophisticated minds struggle to answer. It’s a silly question except millions have lost their lives depending on their response. It’s a religious question except when an atheist asks it. It’s a question as ancient as the First Temple and as contemporary as this week’s bestseller. Jewish writers and thinkers from Maimonides to Walter Benjamin to Philip Roth have asked it of themselves and others. Hitler wanted to know, Israel’s immigration authorities reserve the right to their own definition, and Jesus had some thoughts on the matter that are worthy of consideration. This book chronicles my efforts to provide my own response.

My first abortive experiment in defining myself in Judaic terms took place in college. I wrote an anthropology term paper under the name Theodore Rosenzweig that included these facts regarding the American history of the Family Ross: In 1945 my paternal grandfather, David, following a brief stint in the navy (he was discharged after a month due to poor eyesight), moved from New York City to Lynchburg, Virginia, to serve as manager of a dry goods store. The charms of the South in that era were such that he chose, like my mother forty years hence, to conceal his identity, shortening his surname from Rosenzweig to Ross. Grandpa David, who died several months before I was born, returned to New York in 1951. He never went back to his old surname.

For his efforts, Theodore Rosenzweig earned a rather lenient B– (we were supposed to write about kinship relations of a less personal sort). Theodore Ross, who never officially completed the assignment, received an F, and by midterms he was back to his given surname.1

After college I started telling people about my childhood in Mississippi. When I was a kid I pretended not to be Jewish. Powerful words, these. There was something liberating as well in uttering them as an adult, away from the South and the people who knew me there. I chose to excise from my tales any hint of putative childhood trauma, focusing instead on the Chaplinesque character of my years as a bumbling apostolic outsider. (Typical example: So I went to this kid’s house for a sleepover and his mother cooked us a gorgeous dinner of burgers and fries. I was a glutton at that age and piled in without thinking. The boy’s mother, this tautly strung Stepford type with big, white teeth and a slow, unctuous drawl, she looks at me and says, “Tayed, I’m not sure about your home, but in ours we ask the Lord’s Blessing before we eat.”) Eventually, though, the excitement of “going public” faded. The reaction to these stories seemed to correlate less with the dynamics of my childhood than to stereotypes about the backwardness and absurdity of the South. Even less effective were my attempts to shock my Mississippi friends with “the truth.” None seemed overly surprised, having already conflated my inherent abrasiveness with a generic Jewish identity—making all New Yorkers Jewish, even those who weren’t.

I raged at times, usually whenever my mother referred to the idyllic days of my youth. I complained loudly, to my brother, about “what she put us through.” I ran away and lived for three years in Vietnam. I pushed thoughts of Judaism from my mind; most Vietnamese had never heard of it, and those who had were impressed by certain tired Jewish clichés. Jews, or so they had been led to believe, were both thông minh (smart) and giàu có (rich).

So what happened? What brought me to my present state of writerly introspection? How convenient would it be if I could point to some pivotal moment, an inciting incident, tidy lesson learned, or a meaningful epiphany of the sort our West Coast filmmakers so admire? I visited a Holocaust memorial site on vacation in the Czech Republic (it moved me to be sure, but not in this direction); I had children (I love them but that didn’t do it either); I lost members of my family (I miss my grandparents but I’m not writing this book for them).

The truth, banal as it might sound, is that I simply wanted to know. Or, more precisely, I needed to. Like my mother, I had my own myth to make real. Only mine, instead of entailing the abandonment of a specific and defined heritage, would require its embrace.

But the world and topic of Judaism is too big. I can’t embrace it all, can’t understand it all, can’t own it all. Still, I wanted an answer to my question. And I had to start somewhere. I thought about simplifying matters: make the drive out to New Jersey or Long Island one weekend, stop in at some leaf-blown upper-middle-class town thick with synagogues, and if the rabbi happened to be free, grab a seat on the sanctuary, pose my question, and be done with the whole thing in an afternoon, depending on traffic.

Or I could just begin living as a Jew. Here in New York I could find role models from virtually every denomination, variation, movement, sect, stream, subset, and schismatic offshoot known to American Jewry, and probably several unknown ones, too. Everything I might need is close to hand. The accoutrements—the food, the Judaica, the New York Times—are readily available. I would barely have to move beyond my door. My neighborhood in Brooklyn hosts all manner of congregations large and small, conventional and progressive, Beth Elohim to Altshul. The only challenge would be deciding which one.

If that didn’t suit, no cause for concern: I had a few dollars in my pocket, enough for an airline ticket to Israel, round-trip if I were unsure, one way if a bolder urge came upon me. Once in Jerusalem, the rabbinate could no doubt be relied on to provide me an answer, for good or ill.

Simplest yet, why not just start being a Jew? My mother never forced me to accept Jesus as the Christ. I was never baptized or confirmed or born again. No exorcism or circumcision would be required for my return. I could learn the prayers, fry latkes in season, and bone up on purveyors of kosher prayer shawls. If the accepted stereotypes are to be believed, I already look the part: sadly under six feet, brown hair fading to bald, proboscis of biblical slope and proportion, torso winterized with fur. No one would contradict me, and if anyone did ask, all I had to do was say, “Yes. Yes, I am.”

I chose to do none of these things.

 

1. My professor had a sense of humor: he put both grades on the paper, one next to the other.


Part II
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CRYPTO-JEW


Believe me, there are Jews everywhere.

—Bernard Malamud, “Angel Levine”




I.

My reckoning with the self began at my laptop one lazy evening not long ago, when I came across an odd little children’s book. Abuelita’s Secret Matzahs told the story of a Hispanic boy named Jacobo, who, while visiting his grandmother in Santa Fe, discovered that he was something called an anusim, or a “Crypto-Jew,” which I learned meant that he was a descendant of the medieval Jews of Spain, who were forcibly converted to Catholicism yet continued, for hundreds of years, to practice Judaism in secret.1

I soon began looking into the topic in earnest. My research taught me that only a small population of converted Jews existed before 1391, when anti-Semitic riots in Spain resulted in the conversion under duress of some 200,000 Jews, many of them baptized by clergymen accompanying the mobs. Once this violence abated, Spanish Christians wanted nothing to do with their converted brethren. In fact, the Inquisition was established in Spain in 1481 not to convert the Jews, as I had always thought, but to eradicate what were believed to be large numbers of surreptitiously still-Jewish families among the conversos, both anusim and meshumadim (willing converts). Some of those persecuted fled for locations throughout Europe, while others made their way to the New World. Semi-open communities of Crypto-Jews thrived in the Spanish imperial possessions until the late 1500s, when the Inquisition arrived in the colonies. Trials, interrogations, and autos-da-fé ensued, and within a century the Crypto-Jews were no more.

That, at least, is the conventional history. But what if Jacobo’s grandmother was to be believed? What if some of her ancestors had evaded the Inquisition in Mexico and infiltrated the conquistador party that later settled the northern wilderness that became New Mexico? Could they possibly have remained in the Southwest ever since, covertly maintaining their religion, avoiding pork in their burritos, substituting tortillas for matzos, co-opting Mexican serapes for Jewish prayer shawls, and somehow hiding in plain sight? Their Judaism certainly would have changed with time—mine had in less than a generation—evolving into something not immediately recognizable as such, even to those practicing it. But could it actually exist?

At first, I had a great deal of difficulty believing it could. My time on the Internet had exposed me to the world’s myriad communities of supposed “Lost Jews” (the Hebrews of Cape Verde, Kaifeng, and Timbuktu), but the American anusim seemed altogether different. The idea of hidden Judaism in Santa Fe had the feel of a tall tale, of yetis and UFOs and Atlantis. Yet articles on the Crypto-Jews had appeared in practically every major American newspaper; in academic journals; in Jewish publications such as Shofar, Hadassah, and The Forward; and in a slew of books with god-awful titles like The Marrano Legacy, Suddenly Jewish, and Sephardic Destiny: A Latino Quest.

Surreptitious Jews in the American Southwest? A private form of Judaism practiced only in the home? A journey into adulthood that provokes an interest in an eccentric religious past? It was as if they had been designed entirely with me in mind. Here were a people who, if only in a small way, shared my story. And they were doing something about it. Some Crypto-Jews, I learned, had forsaken their Christianity, investigated the family practices and history, and rejoined the Jewish faith. A few had even immigrated to Israel. I began to wonder: If these Jews were brave enough to insist on being reclaimed, what about me? I had to meet a Crypto-Jew for myself.

Unfortunately, finding an actual living, talking, davening Crypto-Jew proved a challenge. Neither the academics who had studied them nor the authors who had attempted their history were willing to introduce me to one, usually citing concerns for their privacy. Then I caught a break. I found an email address for a man named Daniel Yocum, who in 1990 had revealed to the New York Times that he was a Crypto-Jew. He agreed to speak with me by phone. Yocum had been raised in Albuquerque’s Atrisco Valley, an insular tract of ranch and farmland that had been absorbed by the city only in his lifetime. Raised Catholic, Yocum didn’t know he was Jewish growing up, though he told me that “there were always rumors around.” The men of his family, he said, used to gather each Friday night in the morada, the chapterhouse of a secret society of Catholic flagellants. They would cover the santos—wooden images of the saints—with gunnysacks, light candles, and conduct a modified Sabbath service, reading from a handwritten Book of Psalms. Daniel, who now lived in Colorado, told me that he had learned these practices were Judaic in nature only as an adult. As a child, he thought they were part of the Catholic rituals specific to rural New Mexico. After learning the truth, he said, he had begun to live openly as a Jew. He now attended synagogue regularly, kept kosher, read his Torah portion, and wore a yarmulke. When I asked him if he would help me contact his Crypto-Jewish relatives and friends in New Mexico, he agreed.

 

1. Anusim is the Hebrew word for “forced.” The forced converts were also known by the pejorative Marranos, cristianos-nuevos (New Christians), conversos (converts), and judaizantes (Judaizers). The term “Crypto-Jew” dates from 1893 and an article in the British journal Transactions of the Jewish Historical Society of England.


II.

Eternal rest in the Santa Clara campo santo in Albuquerque is restricted to the descendants of the families of the Atrisco Land Grant, an 82,000-square-acre expanse of mesquite-scented dust bowl, ceded in 1692 to the conquistador Don Fernando Durán y Chavez as reward for his suppression of an Indian uprising. The cemetery sits on a narrow pie wedge of desert scrubland, with perhaps 200 souls resident, in graves obscured by tangles of bunchgrass and windblown trash. A chain-link fence encircles the cemetery on three sides, along with a single cinder-block wall decorated with gangland graffiti and a crudely beautiful mural depicting the Virgin Mary with angel’s wings. Behind the fence lurks a decaying subdivision, which in its advanced decrepitude seems ready to collapse onto the cemetery.

Perry Peña, Daniel Yocum’s college roommate, had brought me to Santa Clara. Perry was a slightly built Hispanic man in his early forties, dressed in black slacks and a white button-down shirt. He was also wearing a Jewish religious undergarment called a tallit katan, with the tzitzit, the tassels that edge the cloth, knotted and tucked into his trousers. Perry said this was a Sephardic custom; Ashkenazim wear their tassels outside their pants.

“Let’s see if I can’t find a little example for you,” Perry said.

We walked through the cramped rows of gravestones, past memorials that were little more than a dirt mound, a wooden cross, and a hand-painted icon depicting a New Mexican patron saint.

“Okay, here’s one.”

Perry pointed to a flat cement slab with a red cross painted on it. No name, no dates. A series of shallow cylinders had been drilled into the cement and filled with pebbles. I noticed that at least half of the graves in Santa Clara were similarly marked.

“Who do you think did this?” I asked.

“You mean the cross?” Perry asked, motioning to the grave.

“Yeah, I guess,” I said. “But also that there’s a place to put stones.”

“That’s just a family custom. They don’t even think about it. It’s just automatic. They built it in for it, as you can see.”

Many people in New Mexico had no idea that such “family customs” were Judaic practices. Perry himself had never heard the term “Crypto-Jew” until he was in college. The university paper ran an article about a research project that was exploring hidden Judaism among New Mexico’s original settler families. There had been rumors in Perry’s family too, so he volunteered for the project and was given a list of questions. Did anyone in his family light candles on Friday night? His grandmother Elvira did. Did they attend church on Saturday instead of Sunday? His grandparents did that. Were there Jewish given names in the family? Abrana, Adonais, Ezekiel, Isaac, Eva, Eliasim, Moises. Perry’s recent ancestors, many of them sheep and cattle herders, used to slit the throats of their animals, drain the blood, remove the sciatic nerve, and salt the meat. They never touched pork, rabbit, or shellfish. No one ever used the word “kosher,” of course, and in fact, la dieta, as it is known, was never discussed directly. Perry’s grandfather, for instance, explained his aversion to swine by saying that he once “saw a pig eating a snake and that after that he could no longer look at pork.”

Some of the practices documented in New Mexico were either so altered or so obscure that I had no idea they were Jewish. Members of my family buried their dead within a day of passing, and we mourned for a year. But we certainly didn’t cover the mirrors in the homes of the deceased. And married couples aligning their bed on a north-south axis? That was so bizarre I had a rabbi friend of mine look it up: “Whosoever places his bed north and south will have male children, as it says: And whose belly Thou fillest with Thy treasure, who have sons in plenty.…His wife also will not miscarry” (Babylonian Talmud, Berakoth 5b). I knew that Orthodox Jewish women changed the bed sheets and “personal” linens on Fridays before the Sabbath. But sweeping dust into the middle of a room? Burning fingernail trimmings and hair clippings (again, to avoid miscarriages)? Religious holidays likewise were observed in transformed fashion. Was the holiday known as Transito really Passover, with Queen Isabella as Pharaoh, the Rio Grande as the Red Sea, and hard-baked tortillas as matzos? Were those huts built for Jacales really for Sukkot? Las Fiestas de Los Reis, when candles were lit every night for eight nights, was recognizable as Hanukkah, but the Festival of Saint Esther? Could that really be Purim?

I was reminded that when the Holy Office arrived in a new town or city during the Inquisition, it would first gather the citizenry for the reading of the Edict of Grace, a document that described, in detail, what Jewish heresy might actually look like. Those who had committed or witnessed such acts were required to confess within a short period of time, in exchange for a lighter penance (hence the “grace”). More stubborn heretics were to be “relaxed,” a euphemism for being remanded to secular officials for torture or burning at the stake.

The Edict was intended to root out the covertly Jewish among the conversos, and, to an extent, it did. But the descriptions of Jewish practice included in the Edict also served another purpose: for those cut off from rabbinical instruction for generations, it became a rudimentary religious manual, without which many Jewish traditions, and even Crypto-Judaism itself, might have died out entirely. The same might be said for the scholarly study in which Perry had participated.

We continued wandering the cemetery, circling back through the rows of graves, and stopped at a memorial for a baby who had just died. Perry mentioned that the child was distantly related to Daniel. He dropped to his knees to retrieve a stone for the grave, his shoulders slumping almost prayerfully as he did so, and I half expected him to make the sign of the cross.

Perry then pointed to the ground, where a few Easter eggs lay hidden in the weeds, leftovers, presumably, from the previous week’s holiday.

“Hunting for Easter eggs in a cemetery,” Perry said with a snorting laugh. “That’s a little creepy to me. I don’t know what anyone else thinks.”


III.

Sonya Loya couldn’t meet until after her shift making cappuccinos at a café, so it was past ten in the evening when I followed her pickup along the tourist drag in Ruidoso, New Mexico, a dumpy, down-market ski town whose locals had settled on a half-baked Alpine design theme in the hopes of luring some trade away from Taos. Shuttered and dark at this hour, it resembled a remaindered set from the Swiss Family Robinson movie.

When we arrived at Sonya’s art studio and retail store, Hosanna’s Glass Works, she turned on the lights, illuminating the mid-to-pricey glass jewelry and fancy candles she sold to the tourists. She then directed me to a pair of French doors near the back of the shop, through which lay her other business, the Bat-Tzion Hebrew Learning Center.

The shelves in this little cinder-block room were filled with all manner of tchotchkes: menorahs, dreidels, mezuzot, Hanukkah gelt, shofars small and large, prayer books, language primers in Hebrew, English, and Spanish (¡Hebrew! ¡Tan Simple!), and general interest titles such as Twenty-six Reasons Why Jews Don’t Believe in Jesus, which Sonya said was a bestseller.

“I’m out of tallits,” she said. “Just sold the last one when I was in Israel.”

Sonya was in her forties, with rounded features, olive skin, and black eyes that could read enthusiastic or manic depending on your feelings about her. She hosted Torah-study classes here and, simultaneously, via the Internet, on an aging computer set up on a desk behind an old couch. A whiteboard covered with Hebrew alphabet lessons stood in one corner of the room, next to a poster with instructions on “How to Wash Hands Before Eating Bread.” Several Ruidosans attended the lessons, she said, linked in with students online in Texas and California. They studied the parsha, the weekly Torah portion, with a man named Juan Mejía, a Colombian from a prominent Catholic family in Bogotá, who as a teen had discovered a hidden Jewish background and later was ordained as a rabbi at the Jewish Theological Seminary in New York.

“You have a dog-friendly Judaica store,” I said, pointing to the sacks of kibble beneath the whiteboard.

“Listen, we have Shabbat dogs here. People always say, ‘Can I bring Belle? She’ll be upset if I don’t bring her for Shabbat.’ Belle, she sees us doing the berakhah for the challah,” Sonya said, not at all shy with the “ch” sounds, “and she goes and sits right there by the challah.”

Sonya had little choice but to accept these unorthodox (for lack of a better word) Sabbath requests, given the difficulties of forming and maintaining a Jewish community in Ruidoso.

“I’m a female. I’m Hispanic. I’m an artist living in a tourist town. I close on Shabbat, the busiest time of the week.” Tears came to her eyes. “It’s so hard to be a Jew here. It’s even harder when you grew up Catholic, because basically people treat you like you have the Black Plague.” She caught herself, wiped away a tear, and smiled. “Honey, people here still believe that Jews have horns.”

Her biggest problem, however, was not lapdogs or devils but Jesus. Many of the people Sonya brought to the Learning Center had left Catholicism but hadn’t committed fully to Judaism. They often belonged to evangelical Christian sects that worked Jewish ritual into their worship, such as the Seventh-day Adventists, the Church of God, or the Iglesia de Dios. Still others were “Messianic Jews,” members of a Christian religious movement whose adherents keep the Sabbath and kashrut, celebrate the Pesach, wear yarmulkes, and support Israel but also believe that Jesus, whom they call Yeshuah, was the Son of God. Among those who have embraced Judaism (many haven’t; they remain Catholic and view their being Jewish as a genealogical oddity), there is a genuine eagerness to learn the context of Jewish practices, but things grow complicated when Sonya explains that they will have to disavow Jesus as the Christ. “Verbalizing that you no longer believe in the Big Lie,” as she put it, caused many of them to quit.

Before I left that night, Sonya told me it had become so difficult to find recruits in Ruidoso for her proposed minyan that she was considering moving to El Paso, where there was a more established Jewish community, or perhaps even to Israel.

“I love living here,” she said. “This is where I grew up. My parents are here. My brother is here. At the same time, I wouldn’t be the first one that’s abandoned the familiar. Abraham left his family, too.”

[image: ]

I returned to Sonya’s store the next morning. I noticed that she kept the double doors to Bat-Tzion closed, not wanting to disconcert any out-of-town goyim unaware of her religious pursuits. While Sonya helped an elderly couple, I loitered at the cash register, chatting with her assistant, Carl, a former Pentecostal minister whom Sonya had helped convert to Judaism.

“I had several God encounters,” Carl told me as he wrestled with a pile of credit-card receipts on the counter. “I didn’t know if they were real, but who was I to argue with the word of God? I was a real Bible basher.”

Unlike with Daniel and Perry, there wasn’t a whisper of Judaism in Sonya’s family growing up—no tall tales, no raving mad tía whispering deathbed secrets. She was raised Catholic and went to church every Sunday. She had a troubled youth and dropped out of high school at seventeen. She left Ruidoso the following year and fell in with an evangelical Christian man she met while hitchhiking through Arizona. They married, had a daughter, divorced. She was born again somewhere along the way, baptized in a white dress in a back-road Pentecostal church. Even then, though, she always felt “the strangest connection to Jewish people. All my friends called me the ‘Jew magnet.’”

She often had “awakenings” in the middle of the night, during which a Voice came to her intoning passages from the Bible. They reminded her of dreams she had had as a child, of cobblestone streets that she said she now knew to be Israel. In 1999 she went with a friend to a “Jewish conference” in the desert outside Santa Fe. It was actually a gathering of Messianic Jews, but for Sonya it was a revelation. A Sabbath service was held during the conference, and when the Messianic rabbis—Hispanic men in yarmulkes and tallits—read the prayers aloud in Hebrew, a language she didn’t then understand, she found she was somehow able to follow along. She devoted herself to Judaism and, after several years of study, formally converted. She was now a member of a Conservative congregation in El Paso.

Sonya joined me after the old couple left.

“Have you seen my Crypto-ware?” she asked.

We moved to a small display case filled with a selection of rings, necklaces, and earrings. Each one was made with glass that had undergone a special glazing process to lend it certain unique characteristics in different levels of light.

Sonya had come to Judaism with nothing. She wasn’t unusual in this respect. As attention paid to Crypto-Judaism increased over the years, a very American thing began to happen: staking a claim to history’s most persecuted religion became a mark of pop-cultural distinction. Little distance exists between some Crypto-Jews and the individuals who embrace, say, Native American poetry and dance, veganism, EST, the belief that man has never set foot on the moon, or all of these. Judaism’s rituals and cultural dynamics would appear as exotic and meaningful—and therefore attractive—to the insular Catholics of the American Southwest as the swamis, yogis, and mystics who confounded so many right-thinking urban sophisticates during the sixties. Thus, in New Mexico, people “came out” as Jewish; they spoke of reclaiming their “compromised identities”; they read significance into the fact that they “looked Jewish” (translation: big noses) or had an unusual number of Jewish friends; or they saw Judaism through a convex lens of unflattering financial stereotypes, such as the one echoed in this old Crypto-Judaic saying: Muy judíos…muy codo, “Very Jewish…very tight.”

Sonya handed me a pair of black earrings decorated with red and green colored glass bands. “Go outside and hold them to the light.”

Morning still held in Ruidoso, the sun filtering through the evergreens on the mountains. I felt somewhat silly, but I knew that Sonya was watching me from the store. I raised the earrings and looked at them. At first there was nothing but the colored bands on the black, but when I pivoted the earrings directly into the sun’s glow a hazy image of the Star of David emerged. I moved the earrings again and it disappeared.

I went back inside and asked Sonya to box up the

OPS/images/line.png





OPS/images/title1.png





OPS/images/cover.jpg
Theodore Ross

AmIa
Jew?

LOST TRIBES, LAPSED JEWS, AND ONE
MAN’S SEARCH FOR HIMSELF





OPS/images/copy.png
Hupson
Staner
e





OPS/images/line1.png





OPS/images/titlelogo.png





