The year of living biblically

AJ Jacobs

Goodness-this book is almost fresh off the press - and it's not the usual kind of book I'd pick up.  One of my congregation said "you must read this" - so it hit my bedside table and then I got into it and didn't put it down till I'd finished

The premise of the book is that a secular, Jew in his 30's, whose day job is as a journalist for Esquire magazine, decides to follow the bibles rules for a year. Every rule.  Literally.  The bible says wear white, he wears white.  The bible says blow a rams horn on the first day of each month.  He does.  He tries to stone adulterers (in New York!). He does most of the things we associate with being religious and a lot that we don't.  The central image of the book is of AJ's beard growing, and the beard becomes a symbol for him of the whole process.

A glance at the back cover reveals that the book is intended to be "humour", rather than "religion" or "autobiography".  The overall intent of the book is to be a semi-insiders tour through the weirdness of conservative religion.  We get to meet a guy who will check the fibres of your clothing to make sure that they are not mixed.  We get to visit a cult leader in Jerusalem, and a snake handler in Tennessee. We dance (drunkenly) with the Hasidim.  It's all very amusing in a travel tourism kind of way.  But there are moments of pilgrimage as well.

As well as having an excuse to write a book, AJ is connecting with his roots at a particularly poignant time in his life.  He and his wife are having difficulty conceiving after their first child, and they respond to the biblical commandment to "be fruitful" by having IVF, which gives them twins.  The cult leader AJ visits is also the 'black sheep' of AJ's family.  AJ's wife is also a secular jew, and it is interesting to hear of her various reactions to his practises.  For example,  he will not sit on a seat she has occupied while she is menstruating.  So each day, she sits on every seat in the house.

But none of the above are the reason that I kept on with the book.  What intrigued me, and the reason I want to commend this book, was the reaction of a secular person to religion.  AJ does not get involved with religion because he has a conscious desire for God.  He is just looking for good subject matter for a book.  He is much more concerned with the biblical practises than the meaning behind them.  But the practices get under his skin.  He identifies a "biblical alter ego", 'Jacob', who is going through the process of religious-ification. Jacob has to learn how to pray from scratch.  But eventually, as the beard is being shaved off at the end of the book, there is a merging of  elements of Jacob into AJ.  And AJ can utter prayers, particularly prayers of thanksgiving, to a God he's not sure if he believes in.

Two thoughts to leave you with

1) AJs favourite book of the bible - Ecclesiates

2) The hardest rule to keep - always telling the whole truth.

