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T hope you' il bear with me as [ atiempt (o te-
trace an unusual chain of associations which
Jed me last week from the International Surt-
ing Museum 1o J.D. Salinger (him aguing to
the Dead Sea Scrolls. to James the more Jew-
ish brother of Jesus. to Norman Mailer's vision
of animpotent well. non-omaipotent} God.to
avery outré sexual act.once the specialty of
certmin Mexican whorehouses. that figures in
astrange way in whatmay bea neglected nov-
elistic prophecy of the hidden sccrets of the
Watergate scandal.

Letme begin withacall fromalinletownon
California’s surf coast, home of the Interna-
tional Surfing Museum. one of at least o mu-
seurns of surfing history, each reflectng dif-
ferent spiritual conceptions of the evolugonof
surf philosophy, religious disputes (between
long-board and short-board persuasions. for
instance) of which I am an amateur student.

The call was from controversial Dead Sea
Scrolls scholar-heretic Robert Eisenman. pro-
fessorof Middle Eastreligions and archeolo-
¢y at California State University at Long
Beach, who. among other notable distinc-
tions, is brother to deconstructive architecture
theorist Peter Eisenman. | once wroe of thetwo
heretical brothers that one deconstructs the
orthodoxy of structural form in Westem cul-
ture while the other seeks 1o disassemble the
architecture of orthodox faith.

I'd gotten (o know Robert Eisenman while
researching a story (for Vanity Fairya few
yeurs ago. one that took me into the murky.
hat-infested caves of Qumran on the shore of
the Dead Sea where the famous 2.000-vear-old
«crolts hud been unearthed. and into the even
imurkier. sometimes even battier controver-
sies over the meaning of the Scrolls. In par-
ticular, the way the search for the fingerprnts
of God in a few tiny, pearly indecipheruble
scraps of ancient fabric had driven some of
the most brifliant scholars in the world to mad-
ness. suicide. religious crisis, drink. heresy,
bitterness and self-destruction.

Mr, Eisenman, a more hearty tempera-
ment. had channeled his passion into an ulti-
mately successful drivetoliberate the lastun-
pubtished scroll fragments from the clutches
of an orthodox scholarly cartel. And was.
when [ last saw him in California. already
rmounting his next crusade: to link the Dead Sea
Seroll writers” sect with the almost forgotien
“Jerusalem Church”” of James, the brother of
Jesus. The Jerusalem Church is the long-ne-
glected version of “Jewish Chrstanity” es-
tabiished after the crucifixion by Jesus” most-
ly Jewish tollowers. including the man named
Jarmes. the man referred toin several New Tes-
fament passages as “the brother of Jesus™ (and
also peneraily regarded as the author ol the
New Testament “Letter of James™. M.
Eisenman wanted to rescue the Jerusalem
Church from the neglect and the erasures of or-
thodox church history, and 1o restore Jumes
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trather than Paul) as the true (and truly Jewish)
successor (o Jesus. Jumes and Paul seem to
have split over the issue of making the Jesus
movement more user-friendly to potential
converts: Paul wanted to dispense with the
painful requirement of circurncision. Paul pre-
vailed. and James has been retroactively cir-
cumcised trom history.

Anyway, Mr. Eisenman told me he’d been
prompted to call because. while traveling in
Spuin recently. he'd come upon an issue of the
International Herald Tribune that had
reprinted David Sueideld's Washington Post
story on the forthcoming appearance of J.D.
Salinger’s last published story (Hapworth
16, 192-H in hardcover. A story in which Mr.
Streitfeld quoted me characterizing the long-
unavailable Hapworth story as “the Dead
Sea Scrolls of the Salinger cult.”

M. Eisenman wasn't calling to protest the
comparisoa. rather he had intriguing news:
Viking would shortly be bringing out his
1.000-page-long study of James the Brother of
Jesus. abook that is certain to stir up heated de-
bates among Christian and Jewish scholars
and believers. And doanuch o rescue the near-
ly erased. enigmatic figure of James from the
oblivion hisinconvenient cryptic presence has
consigned himto.

One factor that argues for wider scholarly
acceptance of Mr. Eisenman’s thesis on the
importance of James is that, in this book at
feast. he told me he will not be pressing his
hotty contested claim that James was also the
“Righteous Teacher” of the Dead Sea Scroll
writers cultimostorthodox scholurs insist that.
although the Qumen sect may well have in-
Huenced the Jesus movement. their Dead Sea
shore commune was sacked by the Rormans be-
fore Jumes and Jesus were bom).

{nstead. Mr. Eisenman told me he's focus-
ingonJarmes’ roleas leader of the Jesus move-
mentafterthe crucitixion. on what Mr. Eisen-
man believes was the zealotic, puritanical
Jewishness of the Jesus movement in its ear-
liest davs. and on the way Paul and the “anti-
Judaizers™ among the early Church fathers—
in their etfort to detine what became Chris-
tanity against its Jewish origins—ried to
crase. rewrite and expunge James, and his
Jewishness. from memory. :

\Mr, Eisenman believes that in seeking to
recover who James was, in getting closer to
the historical figure beneath the layers of
rewrting and excising of the anti-Judaizers.
we will be gettng closer to who Jestes really was,
and what He really believed, Getting closer
toa i more Jewish Jesus than some Jesus be-
lievers will e comfortable with—although
for many the “historical Jesus™ has long been
imeleyantio “the Chistof faith,”

[0 any case. it was in the course of dis-
cussing the Jesus who can be glimpsed
through the fens of Jumes, darkly, that Mr.
Eisenman broughtup the subject of Nonman

Mailer's forthcoming first-person Jesus nov-
el. news of which had just surfaced. Mr, Eisen-
man expressed the hope that Mr. Mailer would
not be relying upon the Pauline version of Je-
sus. the Jesus of the gospels. a figure who. Mr.
Eiseniman insists, was rewritten and recon-
ceived by the anti-Judaizers,

I will not presurme to predict the specific
character of Norman Mailer's Jesus talthough
let me make note that my predictions here last
November about Thomas Pynchon’s us yetun-
seen new novel. Mason & Divon, predictions
based upon the title alone. were characterized as
“amazingly close” by oneof the few whohas seen
the much anticipated Pynchon manuseript. his
publisherat Henry Holt. Michae! Naurnanan). But
I would venture to say that Mr. Eisenman need
not fear that Mr. Mailer will be taithful to the
conventional. gospel Jesus.

In fact. I ve always felt that one of the least
appreciated, most neglected aspects of Mr.
Mailer's work is the heretical religious vision
that has been at its heart almost from the be-
ginning. Many people are so distracted by the
pyrotechnics of Mr. Mailer s public personathat
they don't recognize him as, ulimately. a re-
figious writer. one who almost obscssively re-
tums, in both his fiction and nonfiction, to a
vision of an embartled God he had in the ear-
ly 50's.a vision that he presses all his key char-
acters—from the philosophical Hollywood
pimp Marion Faye. in The Deer Park, to the
~Gary Gilmore" he invents in The Execution-
er's Song—to obsessively express. [ wouldn't
be surprised to see that same vision show upin
the ruminations of Mr. Mailer’s Jesus. al:
though [ suspect he might give the most bril-
liuntexplication of itto Judas.

IU's a vision Mr. Mailer shares. surprising-
Iy, with i number of post-Holocaust theolo-
gians. the ones who have sought to explain
the apparent absence or silence of the Deity
in the death camps. by postulating a God who
is ot completely meontrol of things, a Goad who
is notommnipoient, who has left manalone tocon-
tend with the rudical evit unleashed on earth.
In Mr. Mailer's typically combative variaton
of this vision. it's 1 God who is engaged in
what looks like 4 losing heavyweight-title
maich with the Devil.

It's different trom the Gnostic and
Muariichean visions itsormewhat resembles inthat.
in those strict dualist visions. this world has al-
ways been the playground of the Devil. While
in Mr. Mailer's vision, the issue is still up for
erabs—g weakened Godisstill inthe ring. bat-
Uing, despite the battering he’s taken fromithe Evil
One. In Mr. Mailer’s vision. we re part of the
struggle: Atevery momentthat we choose be-
tween a courageous and cowardly act. that
choice strengthens or weakens the embattled
Deity onthe ropes inhis bout with the Devil. We
don’t need God so much as God needs us.

Hey. I said it was heretical. and I'mnot go-
ingtodwell onitany furtherexcept 10 say that
I'm looking forward to both Mr. Eisenman’s
Jarnes and Mr, Muiler's Jesus as further broth-
erly adumbrations of Jewish heresies about
the Jew who became Jesus Christ.

Those who have trouble accepting Mr.
Mailer as a religious novelist—a heretic in
God's comer—will have less reluctance. Las-

sume. in accepting him as a prophet of the
Dark Side. ['vealwass wianted.to put.on
record what] régard s a remarkable moment
of prophecy. ['ve rioticed in Mr. Mailer's {96+
novel An American Dream, I ve always be-
lieved the novel (astill-electrifying, only
slightly antiquated existential thriller) has not
gotits due as historical prophesy. envisioning
as it did the C.LA. and the Mafia and the
Kennedys all in one seumy bed together cov-
ering up a murder, long before the closely
linked C.LA.-Matia-Kennedy assassination
plots (and C.LA.-Matia-Kennedy bed part-
ners like Judith Exner) were exposed by Con-
gressional investigations in the 1970'. |

Either Mr. Mailer Knew Something back i
then, or he had the novelist's gift for tuning in- |
10 the dark subcurrents of the Zeifgeist. infuit-
ing the nightmare beneath the Dream. Butl
think some even more exrily necromantic facility
was at work in his “plumbers” image in An
American Dream.an image whichrises tothe
level of a prophetic psychic anticipation. At
the dark heart of Ant American Dreamis a—lit-
erally—unspeakable sexual act. Unspeakable
inthe sense that even the Maileresque narrator
cannot bring himself to describe it explicitly
(it was 1964, after all}—although one can
guessatitif one seeksto. A reference the nar-
rator’s wife makes to her enjoyment of this par-
ticular act with another man riggers the narra-
tor's murderous rage in the opening chapter of
the novel—a murder that draws down upon it
a dark convergence of secret world (C.LA.,
Mafia. Kennedy) cover-up forces.

It's a sexual act that is only described in
the book as a specidlty of a certain kind of
prostitute in Mexican brothels who “will
commit those acts w hich other prostinites. for
reasons of relative delicacy. refuse to per- it
form.” Those who do it are referred toin the |:
novel as “plumbers.”

Butthen. W vears later. it umns vut thit “the
plumbers™ was the name the Nixon White
Housc gave tothe secret squad ot dirty ricks™
uperatives who would commit the covertucts
ol politcal espionage und sabotage that others.
“for reasons of relave delicacy. " refused o per-
form. [tw s the plumbers squad who arrunged ;|
the back-channel hush-money pavotts o the !
Watergate break-in team through a Mexican |
dirty-money laundry. {t was the plumbers
squad whose other major assignment wais toex-
pose the dirty secrets that linked the C.LA.,.
the Matia and the Kennedys to assassination .
plots against Fidel Castro.

Coincidence or psychic anticipation? Was
it just an accident that Mr. Mailer links dirty
tricks performed by womencalled “plumbers”
in MexicotoC.LA.-Mafia-Kennedy intrigue.
adecade beforeadiny-tricks squad called " the
plumbers” useda Mexican connectionto stop
leaks about Watergate? Once, at some party
vears ago, [ actually. ill-advisedly, attempted
10 articulate my notion of his “plumber” im-
age as prophecy directly to Mr. Mailer, 1think
my intensity ut the time spooked him. [nany case,
with grear humility, he disclaimed any prophet-
icinfuition. Butaneprgrph from Andné Gide
1noneof Mr. Mailer s pooks pleads, Do notun-
derstand me oo quickly.”” Pérhaps Mr. Mailer
shouldn't understand hirmsell 1oo quickly.




