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Finding Rachel’s tomb:

AN IRISH CATHOLIC
ANTHROPOLOGIST
ENCOUNTERS
HIS_JEWISH PAST

By GERALD MURRAY

A FUNNY THING HAP-
g pened on the way to the
. Holy Sepulcher. I had
wandered by accident from the
Arab Quarter to the Jewish
Quarter, and was welcomed by
black-garbed men who told me
that T had been kidnapped as a
child and had finally been sent by
God back to Judaism and Israel.
That was surprising news to an
anthropologist of Boston Irish
Catholic extraction. My interlocu-
tors weren’t soul-snatching wack-
0s. They were observant Jews who
knew their religion and who were
emphatically not into the habit of
proselytizing non-Jews.

Let me begin at the beginning. Most of my kin
were South Boston Irish Catholics. In the early
1900s, my paternal grandparents, William and
Bridey, immigrated to “Southie,” that corner of
displaced Ireland. Their children were Southie
natives. I spent many a Saint Patrick’s Day with
my father, Bill, and my mother, Irene, watching
the parade from the window of my grandpar-
ents’ second-story flat.

My mother's past complicated this saga of
Ireland-in-America. Though her father was
Trish, her mother, Sarah, was Jewish. 'Nana
Sadie" was the daughter of Rachel and Hyman
Stone, migrating to Boston in 1893 from the
Jewish shtetl of Dowig in Lithuania. In 1902,
Rachel, mother then of six daughters, sudden-
ly died. She was only 38. Hyman quickly
remarried another woman from the old coun-
try. With Rachel gone, and at odds with their
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University of Florida anthropologist Gerald Murray holds the Septuagint (a Greek transla-

tion of the Hebrew scriptures) in his office. The bookshelf behind him contains both Cathaolic
and Jewish writings and the painting behind him depicts a Haitian voodoo ceremony.
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Gerald Murray's Jewish maternal
grandmother Sarah is pictured holding
him when he was a baby.
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stepmother, Sarah and several sisters left home,
downplaying their Jewish past to leap into Irish
Boston.  They couldn't jettison their basic
Jewishness. To the Irish they were "Jewish girls,”
whether they wanted to be or not.

But their Judaism - the religion, its obser-
vances, its beliefs, its rabbis - fell by the wayside.
William Devine of Southie defied the taboos
and risked the ostracism of his staunch Irish
Catholic family by courting Jewish Sarah. In
this Irish Catholic setting children with even
one Catholic parent were raised Catholic.
Though unbaptized herself, Sarah complied.
She allowed their daughter Irene to be baptized
and raised Catholic.

Half-Irish Irene also gravitated toward the lads
in Southie, specifically to William and Bridey
Murray’s firstborn, my father. They married in
the Church, but neither of them were regular
church goers.

But, [, their firstborn son was. Lying awake one
night at the age of 10, T had a powerful inner
experience. I'll leave it at that. Shortly thereafter
1 announced my intention to become a priest.
My father laughed tolerantly. My mother took
me seriously. At the age of lZ 1 applied to to
enter the Carmelite “junior seminary,” a con-

UNEXPECTED TURN

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

University of Florida anthropologist
Gerald Murray received his bachelor of

arts degree from Harvard University
and his Ph. D. from Columbia Univer-
sity. His research in Haiti, the Domini-
can Republic and other countries, spans
topics as diverse as deforestation, the
informal urban economy, peasant land
tenure and voodoo. He has done
Tesearch in an Israeli farming commu-
nity in the Gaza Strip in the months
before its forced evacuation and demo-
lition by the Israeli government.

Besides two dozen articles and three
books (in Spanish), he has produced
some 60 applied anthropological
reports for 28 public and private agen-
cles. He has studied 15 languages and is
fluent in eight. He is currently learning
Arabic. He is married to Dr. Maria
Alvarez, a psychologist from the
Dominican Republic.

templative order, to study for the priesthood. T
said goodbye to home. My parents could visit
me once a month in my new monastic home.

The seven years (from 13 to 21) I spent there
were powerful, formative, indelible. I learned
the purifying power of silence and solitude,
inner prayer and meditation, the elevating J
beauty of chanted psalms. But long before ordi-
nation I left the dloister to explore other pas-
tures. I spent two years in the Peace Corps in the
Dominican Republic before eventually opting
for anthropology. Catholicism receded into the
background. It never disappeared.

Fast forward to 1985. That summer, now with
a tenured anthropology position in Boston, I
presented a paper at a conference in Nairobi,
Kenya. With three weeks to kill, and feeling pro-
fessionally excited but existentially empty, I fig-
ured that a private “pilgrimage” to Bethlehem,
Galilee, the Holy Sepulcher and other Catholic
holy sites might be more revitalizing than a
Kenyan safari. I left Nairobi for Jerusalem, my
first trip there.

It was on my way to the Holy Sepulcher, said
to be built on the site of the crucifixion and res-

urrection of Jesus, that I wandered inadvertent-
ly into the Jewish Quarter. The Arab signs sud-
denly turned to Hebrew. I found myself flowing
with a crowd into a tunnel. The men around
me, dressed in black, had shaggy beards and
looks on their

serious faces.

We exited onto an enormous plaza abutting a
massive stone wall. I realized I had wandered to
the “Wailing Wall,” the base of the ancient
Temple. Dozens of men, many in black, were
swaying back and forth before the stones — my
first glimpse ever of Jewish prayer. My brain
told me to to get back on task and find the Holy
Sepulcher. T had come to reconnect with a fad-
ing Catholic past, not to do anthropology. But
something else in my gut won out. A fence sep-
arated spectators from those praying. I leaned
against the fence and observed.

“Good moming, sir! How are you today?” A
bearded young man, wearing black like those
praying, greeted me. “Are you an American?” he
asked me. Yes, I was. “Is this your first trip to
Israel?” Yes it was. “Are you enjoying it?” Yes, I
was. Then came the biggie: “Are you Jewish?”

“No, I'm not. I'm Catholic. ” A moment of
silence. “Well, have a good day and enjoy
Israel,” the young man said. He turned to walk
away. Memories of Sarah surfaced. I called out
that one of my grandparents had been Jewish.
The young man stopped and turned around.
“One of your grandparents? Which one?” I told
him it was my grandmother. “Which grand-
mother?” he insisted politely. “My mother’s
mother. ”

“Your mother’s mother was Jewish?!!” He
walked excitedly back toward me. “Is she still
alive?” No. “How do you know she was
Jewish?” Why was this guy fixated on my dead
grandmother? “Are you sure she was really
Jewish?"he insisted.

“You tell me. Her parents were named Rachel

Murray's mother Irene holds him as a child.
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Gerald Murray with the children of Jewish settlers in Gaza.

and Hyman Stone. They came from somewhere
in Eastern Europe. She spoke Yiddish to her sis-
ter. She never went to church with us. She asked
for a rabbi on her deathbed. Was she Jewish? Is
the Pope Catholic? Of course she was Jewish. "
He continued excitedly. “That means your
mother was Jewish, too! Does she know that?”
“My mother’s no longer alive. She was bap-
tized after birth and was a Catholic all her life.
She’s buried in a Catholic cemetery. She never
set foot in a synagogue. My mother was
Catholic. Not Jewish.
“No. Excuse me. She was Jewish. And do you
Iknow what your real religion is?”
“I told you. I'm Catholic.
“Guess again,” he continued. “From what

you've told me, you're as Jewish as Moses.
Because of your mother. Congratulations!”

Congratulations? What for? “Thank you, sir.
But I've never been to a synagogue. In fact I
almost became a priest. ”

“It doesn't matter,” he reassured me, as though
I had made a shameful confession. "You're
what we call a tinok shenishba, a kidnapped
child. ” Now he's telling me I was kidnapped as
a child. Bizarre. He continued. “Jews inherit a
special nefesh elokit, a divine soul. It comes
through women. Your grandmother gave that
soul to your mother, and your mother gave it to
you. In your case, this Jewish soul has been so
totally kidnapped into a non-Jewish world, you
don't even know you're Jewish. But you are.
Welcome home. ” He smiled and shook my
hand.

‘Welcome home? This felt more like Mars.

“Could I invite you to do the mitzvah of tefil-
in?" he eamnestly continued. “What's that?” He
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explained about the boxes strapped to arm and
head. 1 realized those were what the New
Testament called as “phylacteries”. Jesus criti-
cized the use of ostentatious oversized phylac-
teries by Pharisees. Now this stranger was invit-
ing me to don phylacteries and make believe 1
was Jewish.

It shouldn’t have disturbed me. As an anthro-
pologist, I had participated in Haitian voodoo
rituals. It goes with the territory. This invitation,
however, went beyond anthropology. Visiting
the Wall as a tourist is one thing. Donning tefil-
in as a Jew would be crossing a boundary.

But then an inner voice reminded me that if
Jesus, Mary, Joseph, and the rest of their crowd
were here in person, they'd be here at the base
of the Temple wall, not in the statue-bedecked
aypts and baroque ornamentation of the Holy
Sepulcher. It was a no brainer. Let me see what
this Jewish stuff is all about. Sarah never
showed it to me. This fellow’s inviting me. I did-
n't seek it out.

The young man was happy when I acquiesced.
He plopped a beanie-like cap on my head,
brought me beyond the fence up to the wall
itself and then into a cavern to the left. We went
to0 a table with black boxes from which black
straps extended. I was in an ocean of the black-
garbed.

“Here. Wrap this around your left arm and
hand,” he instructed. He placed one of the
boxes loosely against my left bicep and made
me repeat several Hebrew words after him. He
then tightened the strap and wrapped it in cir-

MURRAY AT THE CARMELITE “JUNIOR
SEMINARY”

cles along my arm, tying it loosely around my
hand. He told me to put the other box on my
head. 1 felt awkward wrapped in straps and
boxes, mouthing strange sounds. I gave them
one more chance to reconsider. “Excuse me, sit,
Rabbi, I've told you I've practiced another reli-
gion all my life. Isn't that a problem for you?
‘What about my Catholicism?”

“Don’t worty,” he reassured me. “Here, just
tighten this on your head ... ” He did a final
wrap around my left hand. He then had me
repeat the Shma Israel prayer. He then congrat-
ulated me and once again said: Welcome home.

I felt dazed. T waited for the bill. None came.
His desire to “unkidnap” a Jewish soul was sin-
cere.

Freed of the boxes and straps, I exited the cav-
emn. He suggested [ join others praying outside
at the wall. Years later I realized I had encoun-
tered Chabad a Hassidic group that reaches out
to Jews. I approached the naked rock wall under
Jerusalem’s hot noontime sun, unsure of what
prayers to say. I had a book of Old Testament
psalms in my shoulder bag. That seemed OK
for the wall. The book opened on the peniten-
tial psalm — the Miserere, Psalm 51 — that we
used to chant in Latin with a haunting
Gregorian melody. It is a majestic plea by King
David for forgiveness, for a purified heart, and
for a strengthened, faithful spirit.

What was I was asking forgiveness for? For
having betrayed the Church by a Jewish ritual?
Or for taking so long to “come home” to
Judaism? The lifelong stream of Irish Catholic
guilt had just been augmented by a fresh torrent
of free-floating Jewish guilt. But behind and
underneath the fog was a much deeper sense of
joy at an unexpected membership in a crazy but
powerful new world. At least new for me.

Sensible academics would have shrugged this
CONTINUED ON PAGE 150 »»
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off. I'm glad I'm not sensible. I
ditched my pilgrim agenda and
spent weeks exploring the Jewish
world, not as a visitor or anthro-
pologist, but as a poorly-informed
but curious member of the tribe.
Rachel and Sarah eamed for me
warm welcomes to religious
homes in Jerusalem. I was taken
to a yeshiva — a religious school
for adult students — so I could
begin learning.

A new friend, Moshe, took me to
the Bostoner Rebbe, a charismatic
Hassidic leader from my home-
town, who was then in Jerusalem.
I told him of Rachel, Sarah, and
Irene. He looked at me and knew,
somehow, instantaneously, that
my account was true. “I want to
explore, Rebbe, not to convert. I
don't believe in conversion. Let
Catholics stay Catholic, let Jews
stay Jews. " It's not an issue, he
explained. The child of a Jewish
mother couldn't convert even if he
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wanted to. He's already 100-per-
cent Jewish, whether he decides to
practice or not. He suggested, and
1 agreed to, the ritual that should
have been performed eight days
after my birth. It was not “conver-
sion to Judaism,” he explained. I
was already Jewish.

Back in Boston, I lunged into a
search for documents that would
link me to Irene, Sarah, and
Rachel. Documentation is
required in such matters; and at
any rate I owed it to the Rebbe
who had taken my word. I found
them all. The peak moment came
when I located my great-grand-
mother Rachel’s grave at the very
back of the Jewish cemetery Anshe
Dowig (“people from Dowig") in
the West Roxbury section of
Boston. I had birth and death cer-
tificates through
females to this 1902 Hebrew
headstone.

linking me

The story goes on, but I'll cut it
short. I have added Hebrew and
Aramaic to the Latin and Greek
that T leamed in the Carmelites.
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Through voracious reading and
involvement in dozens of syna-
gogues in the U. S., Israel, Europe,
and Latin America, I am now as
familiar with Jewish history, ritual,
and belief as I am with Roman
Catholicism.

My UF anthropology courses
promote non-judgmental com-
parisons. Kabbalistic teachings
about the godly Jewish soul, for

example, parallel traditional
Catholic teachings about the
indelible “mark” of baptism

endowing baptized souls with
grace unavailable to the unbap-
tized. In Kabbalah you're born, in
the Catechism you're baptized,
into special spiritual power. Each
system privileges insiders and may
offend outsiders.

My students occasionally ask
what my beliefs really are. T tell
them to look on me as a devout,
practicing anthropologist — an
evasive but partially true answer.
Which religious tradition is “bet-
ter” or “truer” — that of Irish
grandmother Bridey or that of

Rachel?
Anthropology has no answer to
such a question. 1 have beliefs on
the matter that differ from those
of rabbi and priest. Will the
Messiah be the Moshiac awaited by
Jews or the Christos whose parousia,

great-grandmother

or second coming, is awaited by
Christians? We'll know the answer
ifand when he comes — or comes
back. Either outcome must be
accepted. (Either way, I may be in
hot water. )

The untold story is that of my
wife of three decades, Maria.
Neither of us would have married
outside our religion. After some
initial surprise, she encouraged
my involvement in Judaism. She
respects both the religion and its
rabbis. She has accompanied me
on anthropological trips into
Haitian and Central American vil-
lages, but not into the world of
Judaism. She has remained faith-
ful to her own past. The adapta-
tions and compromises have been
tricky. But that is her story to tell,

not mine. £





