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			Endorsements for 
The Jews

			 

			“Reading this book will make your mother proud.”

			–Mark Cuban

			 

			“So good I’m thinking of converting!”

			–Ken Jennings, Host of Jeopardy!, 
Author of Planet Funny

			 

			“The Jews is not only incredibly readable and informative, but also laugh out loud funny. Kutner walks a tightrope of what could have either come off as dry history and/or offensive comedy, but instead, nails the landing. And yes, I did just mix my performative sports metaphors.”

			–Jonathan Kesselman, Writer/Director, 
The Hebrew Hammer

			 

			“Hilarious, smart, and fearless, and there’s even a musical number—this book totally checks all my Jew-boxes.”

			–Rachel Bloom, Creator/Star, 
Crazy Ex-Girlfriend

			 

			“Wow! Kutner’s extensive and comprehensive history of the Jews is a great gift for both Jews and non-Jews of all ages. The millennial saga of the Jews, presented through a humorous lens, is a great contribution to Jewish humor.”

			–Moshe Waldoks, Co-Editor, 
The Big Book of Jewish Humor

			 

			“Funny, irreverent, and packed with both inventiveness and information, The Jews is a terrific way to get to know, well, Jews!”

			–Rabbi David Wolpe

			 

			“I foresee great laughter in your future if you buy this book.”

			–Isaiah
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			To all the Jews

			Who, if history is any guide,

			Could probably use a laugh right now

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			“Properly, the Jew ought hardly to be heard of, but he is heard of, has always been heard of.… All things are mortal but the Jews; all other forces pass, but he remains.”

			—Mark Twain

			“Some people like the Jews, and some do not. But no thoughtful man can doubt the fact that they are beyond all question the most formidable and the most remarkable race which has ever appeared in the world.”

			—Winston Churchill

			“They are a stiff-necked people.”

			—God

		

	
		
			ILLUSTRATIONS

			“Judge Samson” —Steven Gordon

			“Arch of Titus” —David DeGrand

			“Rabbi Action Cards” —Len Rodman

			“The Jews Who Created The Movies: The Movie” —Tim Wolkiewicz

			“Memorial Wall” —Sasha Kutner
“Let's Eat” —Daria Hoffman with special thanks to Sarah Benor and the Jewish Language Project

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			 

			No Jews were harmed in the making of this book. But that doesn’t mean they won’t complain.

		

	
		
			INTRODUCTION

			What is Jewish history?

			I know, I know, right now you’re thinking, “Hey, what are you asking me for? Isn’t this literally your job, Invisible Book Guy?” You might even be trying to get your money back forty words in. Wise move.

			But if you’ve stuck around, it’s a tricky question. Which is fine, because questions are the lifeblood of Judaism. Our Talmud is a collection of questions the size of a bookshelf, and approximately 90 percent of them never get resolved. Our Passover Seder is built around asking questions. Like scientists, we will never stop asking “How?” Like toddlers, we’ll never stop asking “Why?” And like optometrists, “Better like this, or like this?”

			However, unlike the Four Questions of the Seder (to which my grandpa Al of blessed memory would always append a fifth question: “When do we eat?”), the question of how to tell the story of the Jewish people defies easy answers.

			Of course, the Hebrew Bible provides an incredibly detailed chronicle of the Jewish people spanning millennia, from Eve’s first decision to get more produce into her diet to around 500 BCE, which is when the story of Purim took place (or at least what little participants could remember after that party). The only problem is that there’s very little corroborating evidence. Which is frankly embarrassing for a people who’ve produced so many lawyers.

			One complication is that, to use academic terminology, it’s all so friggin’ old! There is a smattering of archaeological clues, enough to establish that there have been Jews around the general Land-of-Israel vicinity for thousands of years. There are references to Jews in the fragmented histories of other communities we supposedly lived near, traded with, borrowed religious and cultural concepts from, intermarried with, and politely took turns conquering and being conquered by.

			But at the end of the day, there’s just no way to carbon-date Egypt getting smothered by frogs.

			Then, when we move into an era with a bit more of an evidentiary record, there’s the perennial challenge of “history is written by the victors.” Which for most of our history, the Jews were—let’s face it—not.

			And finally, as we approach modern times, history itself—for everyone, not just the Jews—becomes more of a contested thing. Now the problem is the opposite of the first stage: there’s too much information. Not like the kind your recently divorced dentist shares while you’re trapped in a chair with sharp objects pointed at your gums. Too much of a historical record. There are so many accounts from, by, and about all kinds of people and happenings, that historians have to wrestle their way to something approaching “the truth.” And if you’ve ever met a historian, most are not exactly in what you’d call “fighting shape.”

			Nevertheless, I’m going to make the effort.

			Why? First of all, because if I don’t, I’ll be liable for breach of contract with my publisher.

			But more to the point, because it’s a hell of a tale. Murder! Treachery! Lust! Miracles! Kings! Wars! Rebellions! Courage! Ingenuity! Resilience! Reinvention(s)! And so much…let’s just call it “involuntary travel.”

			Jewish history is also compelling because it’s drastically unlike any other history. No other people repeatedly exiled from their land has held onto a single national identity as long, has survived so many attempts to deliberately eliminate it—and still continues to fight over who actually belongs to it.

			Our history also carries the very healthy reminder to not get too attached to any particular institution, empire, or way of life. Nothing is permanent, all is an illusion…wait a minute, now I’m veering into Buddhism.

			Finally, I think it’s critical for Jews to know our history because it still very much defines who we are today. Almost every issue that affects Jews nowadays is colored, consciously or subconsciously, by our long and specific history of travails, triumphs, and stubborn independence. We are marked by battle scar upon battle scar. Just don’t show them to our mothers—you know they worry.

			Will I get it right? I’m sure the historians will say no. Again, though, I can probably take them in a fight.

			But here’s the good news: I’ve gotten help.

			Not the therapeutic kind I’m often being urged (and occasionally court-ordered) to seek, but help telling the story. For you see, I recently happened upon a treasure trove of previously “lost” documents that reveal certain chapters of Jewish history from those who were actually there. So in between my attempts to tell the story, I’ll frequently step aside and let them do the talking. That’s right. Even Jewish documents love to talk.

			Incidentally, that means that if you think this book is too religious, or is too sacrilegious, or leans too far right, or leans too far left, or leaves out your specific Jewish sub-group, or talks about too many Jewish sub-sub-sub-groups, or somehow achieves all of the above at once…don’t blame me. Blame the meddling Mesopotamian housewives, undying psychoanalysts, texting Spanish Inquisitioners, singing immigrants, and various other personalities and document-hoarders who supplied me with these completely real and in no way made-up accounts.

			So let’s dive into it. Starting at the only sensible place to begin a story…

		

	
		
			IN THE BEGINNING
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			CREATION

			A Snake's-Eye View

			Hey there. Sssalutations! Sorry, snake humor. That’s right, I’m The Snake, from the original biblical tale in the book of Genesis. You know, the wily, smooth-talking reptile who tempted Adam and Eve into violating God’s very first instruction?

			And for my notorious role in history, I have two words I’d like to say to all of humanity, past, present and future:

			You’re welcome.

			Because without me, none of the good stuff would have happened.

			We all know the basic storyline. First there was nothing (or technically, “void and waste”), then God got to work and started creatin’: light, sky, land, seas, plants, birds, fish, insects, cosmological bodies, and furry bodies. Then God created the first man, Adam, and—immediately realizing that the guy was just a bucket of neediness—created Eve, a female companion for him. It was history’s first blind date, complete with God overenthusiastically telling them, “You two have so much in common…”

			Then God informed the pair that they could eat anything in the Garden of Eden except the fruit from one tree, the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil. Humans wouldn’t even be Jews for thousands of years but were already getting stuck with their first rule on what not to eat.

			More broadly, though, it was humanity’s very first test of obedience to God, a critical pattern-setter for the relationship between people and God for all times.

			Spoiler Alert: The pattern? Not good.

			But here’s the thing: How do you truly test someone’s obedience unless the temptation is strong? Now look, maybe fruit from a tree that grows “The Knowledge of Good and Evil” sounds mouth-watering to you, but even non-figuratively, it was basically just an apple. According to some rabbis, maybe it was even a fig, date, or stalk of wheat—even less delicious raw foods. Worth defying the Creator for? Probably not.

			So that’s where I came in.

			I talked up that fruit to Eve, told her how delicious it was, suggested that the downside of disobeying God wasn’t that bad. Admittedly, it’s not that hard to deceive a naïve being who’s one day old, but I pulled out all the stops. I improvised a tragic backstory about how not eating this fruit killed my father. I lowered my voice and did a scary gravelly voice when pretending to be God. I even got her to do a little light role-playing (“OK, this time, I’ll play the mouth…”)

			Why did I do it? If I’m being honest, living in a place of complete, wall-to-wall perfection is boring as sin. I could feel that even before there was such a thing as sin.

			But more to the point, from where I slither, the Jewish people have always placed a premium on the acquisition of knowledge. Which is something to be proud of. Did you really want to go through history known primarily as “The Naked People Who Don’t Eat Apples?”

			So essentially, I told Eve, “Go on. Have a Cheat Day.”

			And it worked! Eve took a bite, shared the fruit with Adam, and the deed was done. Humankind had made a first bold, adolescent step of independence from its parent. It was pretty much the only way they could act out in a time before there were cigarettes and there was really no way to sleep around.

			It gets better. Now armed with The Knowledge of Good and Evil—and the freewill to choose between them—humanity entered a much deeper relationship with God. Now instead of humans just being stuck in their leafy prison, they would be free to roam about the whole planet—and it would be up to God to provide people with moral and behavioral guidelines. For the Jews, this took the form of the Ten Commandments, the Torah, the Mishna, the Gemara, and the millennia of scholarship that followed. A.k.a., the key branding elements of “The Jewish Experience.”

			But what about all the bad stuff that came next? God banished Adam and Eve from the Garden, forced men to labor in the soil to grow their food, and made it so women would experience labor pains when giving birth. Now come on, that’s not on you. That’s just God being bitter about human independence and the people who help bring forth life. So I don’t call it banishment, I call it the “Snake’s Guaranteed Employment For Farmhands and Obstetricians Act.”

			So in sum: Because of me, there would one day arise a people famous for challenging authority, seeking knowledge, delving deeply into ethical dilemmas, and—often as a result of knowing too much—repeatedly getting kicked out of where they’re living.

			Not bad for a creature who can’t even use chopsticks!

		

	
		
			THE FLOOD

			According to 
Noah's Wife

			I suppose it’s partially my fault since I insisted that he get a hobby.

			But after 480 years being married to the same guy, can you blame me?

			The name’s Naamah, by the way. You may know my more famous husband, Noah. A guy whom the Torah describes as “blameless in his generation” and I describe as capital B BORING! All day long, century in, century out, he’s puttering around the house, working on various “home improvements.” We lived in a one-room clay shack in a time before windows, central AC, or indoor plumbing. How much was there to improve?

			So when Noah came in one day saying, “The Creator of the Universe just spoke to me,” of course I perked up. Finally, after endless gossip about neighbors we kept outliving, inside jokes that lasted longer than many dynasties, and repeatedly traded questions of “How’s your lentil stew?” we had something to talk about!

			“The Creator of the Universe!” I gasped. “What did he have to say???”

			“Looks like rain.”

			Basically, the Lord was experiencing something called “Creator’s Regret.” Specifically, about us humans. We were bad. We were violent. Each person was a law onto themselves.

			Or as God looked at it, we were apparently just too dry.

			So God tells the hubs, “I’m going to wash this species right off of my globe. And you’re gonna have to build a giant rescue boat called an ark.” And miraculously, Noah did so without accidentally leaving any spare “ark parts” out. So now I’m trying to talk myself into this: “It won’t be so bad—I’ve always wanted to go on a cruise…”

			Then came the part about the animals.

			Apparently, we would be joined on this little jaunt by two of every animal species so they could repopulate the entire planet afterwards. No pressure, guys!

			So the animals came, then the rains, and before we knew it, we were all locked in there together. I mean, granted, every mother wants to spend more time with her kids, and I’m sure my giraffe and llama counterparts agreed. But still, it was forty days of rain, then almost another year of just…floating. During all of which, I’m proud to report, I didn’t get seasick once.

			Just nauseous every morning from the stench of all those animals eating, excreting, and um…possibly doing things to speed up the repopulation of the Earth.

			Soon enough, though, the rains had abated, the land had dried, and our little Wooden Box of Stank came to rest on top of a mountain. Which, between you and me, is really not the most convenient place to park a boat.

			But no complaints here! I was just glad it was all finally over, which God let us definitively know by creating the rainbow. (Personally, I found the color scheme a little “busy,” but who am I to quibble with the Designer of the Universe?) Then it was time to let the animals out to refill the Earth and for us to rebuild human society, humans who would one day give rise to the Jewish people.

			But first, we were going to need a lot of towels.

		

	
		
			THE PATRIARCHS & MATRIARCHS

			...in Therapy

			DR. COHEN: Alright, everyone, why don’t we get started? I know that some of you did not live at the same time as each other, but as a famous rabbinic commentator once said, “There is no chronology in the Torah.” Isaac, I believe you had something you wanted to address?

			ISAAC: I do, Doc. Just a little thing that keeps bugging me called (to Abraham): You tried to kill me, dude!

			SARAH: Seriously, Abe! It took me almost a century to get pregnant with him!

			ABRAHAM: Whoa whoa whoa, I’m feeling a little attacked here.

			ISAAC: You mean like me, tied up on that rock?

			ABRAHAM: Hey, try and see it from my perspective. I’m the founder of Judaism. This guy God contacts me, saying, “We’re starting up something new, and I want you in on the ground floor. But first, there’s some stuff you’ve gotta do.” How am I supposed to refuse a direct order from my all-powerful boss?

			DR. COHEN: So, what I’m hearing here is a problem with boundaries?

			JACOB: Guys, give Grandpa a break! You know, there’s a lot of pressure on us “Leading a whole clan around the desert” guys…

			ISAAC: Oh, now you’re going to claim the moral high ground, Mr. Swindle-My-Brother-and-Trick-My-Blind-Dad-Into-Giving-Me-His-Blessing-On-His-Deathbed?

			JACOB: Hey! I spent the rest of my life getting deceived and manipulated as payback for that. You know how my uncle cheated me, and what my other sons did to my favorite, Joseph, selling him into slavery and making me think he was dead. Besides…it was Mom’s idea!

			REBECCA: Baby, you had to get that blessing to carry on the Jewish line. Mother knows best.

			ISAAC: Yes, because what better way to establish ourselves as a people of law, ethics, and higher values than stealing something promised to your brother and deceiving your blind father?

			DR. COHEN (nodding sympathetically): It’s hard being the “Middle Patriarch.”

			ISHMAEL: Oh, you’re one to complain. Mom and I got cast out and had to wander around the desert on camels for the rest of our lives. No one even sent us a postcard.

			ESAU: Nobody ever asks my opinion either. That soup was cold, and it could have used more salt. Can I get a do-over?

			JACOB: Hey, a deal’s a deal. Use a better lawyer next time.

			LEAH: Uh, can I get a word in edgewise? Try being immortalized throughout history as “the ugly one” and my husband’s second choice!

			RACHEL: Hold on a minute, sis. I know Jacob likes me better. But for a Biblical wife, that ain’t worth squat if you’re not producing heirs. How do you think it felt for me, watching you pop out babies like sunflower seeds while I only had two?

			JOSEPH: Mom! Aunt Leah! Please! Can’t we stop fighting, and focus on what really matters?

			DR. COHEN: What’s that, Joseph?

			JOSEPH: The fact that, in the end, I was right. My prophetic dreams came true, and my brothers had to bow down to me as Chief Steward of Egypt.

			RUBEN: Really, bro? Is that your title?

			SHIMON: We forgot because you haven’t mentioned it in at least ten seconds!

			LEVI: I wouldn’t boast if I were you. Because of you, our descendants ended up as slaves building the pyramids.

			DR. COHEN: OK! I’m feeling a lot of negativity here. Why don’t we go around and each say something we’re grateful for? Who wants to go first?

			ABRAHAM: I will! I’m grateful for a God who…likes being argued with.

			ISAAC: Oh, so you were fine arguing with God not to kill some innocent strangers in Sodom and Gomorrah, but when it comes to your own kid…?

			DR. COHEN: Isaac, Isaac. We need to let go of our traumas in order to heal.

			ISAAC: (Sighs.) Fine. I’m grateful for…that ram you killed instead of me.

			JACOB: I’m grateful to have thirteen beautiful children, two wives, two concubines…and many tents and flocks. It’s good to be the patriarch!

			REBECCA: I’m grateful to have actually had an impact on my son’s career.

			LEAH: I’m grateful for the ability to pop out babies as easy as spitting out sunflower seeds. Oops! Think I just had another right now!

			RACHEL: What?!?

			LEAH: Ha! Gotcha!

			RACHEL: I’m grateful for…a husband willing to put in fourteen years of hard labor for me. It’s so romantic. Where are all the real men these days?

			RUBEN, SHIMON, LEVI, JUDAH, DAN, NAFTALI, GAD, ASHER, ISSACHAR, ZEVULUN, BENJAMIN, and DINA: Hey, we’ve barely gotten to speak. Can we just say—?

			DR. COHEN: Sorry, out of time!

			Dr. Cohen hustles them out the door and lets in two new patients, one of them severely bloodied.

			DR. COHEN: Cain, Abel, come on in. I believe we were going to talk about “closure?”

		

	
		
			MOSES

			The Secret Diaries

			 

			Dear Diary,

			Sometimes it’s weird being the Prince of Egypt. Especially when the king isn’t even your real dad.

			I mean sure, there is the boundless wealth and luxury, unlimited use of “Dad”’s chariot, and free access to the pyramids 24/7.

			Still, even that gets weird. Take the pyramids. I go out to see one, and there’s all those Hebrew slaves blocking my view. And when I get in closer, I notice their stench too. Hello? We live right next to the Nile. Ever hear of soap?

			But then one day I’m scrolling through the latest social media–glyphics and start seeing images and stories about what their lives are like. And I start thinking, “Those Hebrews are making me feel bummed about my life.”

			Then I dig deeper and learn about their struggle against oppression. And I decide that they need someone to fight their oppressors. And, with my copious amount of free time (#PrinceLife), that someone has got to be me.
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