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stand the apparent irreconcilability of modern 
science and religion or the archetype of the mad 
scientist without also understanding the people 
and the controversies Holmes elucidates so 
beautifully here. 

Britt Peterson is deputy managing editor of Foreign Policy. 

Girth of a Nation 
Reviewed by Lynne Lamberg 

The average American 

adult is now 23 pounds 
overweight. That’s according to 
Thomas Frieden, director of the 
Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention, who spoke in July at 
a CDC conference on obesity in Washington, D.C. 
Obese Americans—those who have a body mass 
index of 30 or greater, a number calculated from an 
individual’s weight in relation to height—spend 
about 40 percent more on health care annually 
(nearly $1,500 per person) than people of normal 
weight. Obesity increases the risk of developing 
heart disease and stroke, type II diabetes, certain 
cancers, and other diseases. 

By Michael L. Power 
and Jay Schulkin. 

Johns Hopkins Univ. 
Press. 392 pp. $40 

THE EVOLUTION OF 
OBESITY. 

The prevalence of obesity among Americans has 
more than doubled in the past 30 years; one in 
three adults is now deemed obese. The problem is 
not peculiar to the United States: Human beings as 
a species are the fattest they have ever been, 
Michael L. Power and Jay Schulkin report in The 
Evolution of Obesity. While obesity may lead to 
pathology, and even be viewed as pathology, its bio-
logical underpinnings likely helped enable human 
evolution, say Power, a nutrition and metabolism 
researcher at the Smithsonian National Zoological 
Park, and Schulkin, a behavioral neuroscientist 
with the American College of Obstetricians and 
Gynecologists. To thrive in a world where food 
often was scarce and hard to acquire, the earliest 
humans stored fat on their bodies. Since they rarely 
had enough to eat, they probably stayed lean. 

“We evolved on the savannas of Africa; we now 
live in Candyland,” the authors declare. We eat out 
more than our parents did. We supersize: Twenty 
years ago, a typical bagel was three inches in diame-

ter and had 140 calories; today’s bagel is six inches 
wide and contains 350 calories. We eat highly 
processed foods: The added sugars and fats they 
contain may activate reward circuits in the brain, 
stimulating further eating. These foods are often 
cheaper than healthful alternatives, such as fresh 
fruits and vegetables. The result is one of the great 
ironies of our time: Obesity often coexists with 
poverty and malnutrition. 

Most jobs now involve little physical labor. Exer-
cise has become a leisure-time pursuit that often 
requires special clothing and equipment, health 
club fees, and child-care arrangements. Our built 
environment also discourages physical activity, with 
transportation routes favoring cars over bicyclists 
or pedestrians. At the 
typical two-story 
shopping mall, it is a lot 
easier to find escalators 

Twenty years ago, a typical 
bagel was three inches 

than stairs. in diameter and had 
Lack of sleep also 140 calories; today’s bagel 

may contribute to weight is six inches wide and 
gain. In 1960, most contains 350 calories. 
adults in the United 
States reported that they 
slept eight or more hours each day. Recent surveys 
show that adults sleep less than seven hours on 
average, and nearly one in three reports habitually 
sleeping less than six hours. Laboratory studies 
show that sleep loss increases appetite, particularly 
for high-carbohydrate foods. It also raises levels of 
ghrelin, a hunger-stimulating hormone, and lowers 
levels of leptin, a hormone thought to help suppress 
hunger and regulate reproduction and 
development. 

So why isn’t everyone fat? The answer is that 
humans vary. Even people with a genetic predispo-
sition to obesity do not inevitably become obese. 
Power and Schulkin say that their aim in writing 
this book was to understand the how and why of 
human obesity, not to suggest how to prevent or 
“cure” it. Their scholarly review, with 51 pages of 
references, left me feeling overstuffed yet also hun-
gry for solutions. 

The CDC also has an appetite for answers, and 
after convening experts and reviewing hundreds of 
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obesity reduction programs, in July it recom-
mended 24 strategies by which communities can 
promote healthy eating and active living. Among 
them: make healthy foods and beverages available 
and affordable by, for example, boosting the num-
ber of full-service supermarkets and farmers’ mar-
kets in areas that lack them; encourage breastfeed-
ing; require physical activity programs in schools; 
build more sidewalks; and encourage active 
outdoor recreation. 

Is the war on fatness winnable? We all know we 
should watch what we eat and exercise more. Many 
of us intend to do that . . . starting tomorrow. May-
be we haven’t evolved quite enough. 

Lynne Lamberg is coauthor of The Body Clock Guide to Better 
Health (2001). 
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Jews in America

Reviewed by Amy E. Schwartz 

There is nothing new 

under the sun, says the Preacher 
in the Book of Ecclesiastes. But 
even the Preacher might have 
arched an eyebrow at the variety 
of innovations that crowd under 
the umbrella name of American 
Judaism. Freed by modernity 
from age-old prejudices and restrictions, and 
mostly emerged now from a generation that 
focused with near-exclusive intensity on Holocaust 
remembrance and support for Israel, Jews in 
America have produced an astonishing array of 
personal and communal practices. Variants range 
from Jubus (Jews influenced by Buddhism) to 
baalei teshuva (those raised secular who return to 
rigorous observance as adults), plus countless 
improvisers such as the fellow Ari Goldman 
described several years ago in his book Being Jew-
ish, who observed the laws about avoiding leavened 
bread during Passover by taking a piece of matzah 
to baseball games and substituting it for the bun 
around his nonkosher hot dog. 

f ormation and 

By Dana Evan Kaplan. 
Columbia Univ. Press. 

446 pp. $34.50 

CONTEMPORARY 
AMERICAN 
JUDAISM: 

T r ans 
R ene w al. 

Dana Evan Kaplan, a rabbi in the Reform 

movement, the leftmost of the three major Jewish 
denominations, sees broad, unifying themes in this 
churning disorder. American Jews, he says, 
internalized the country’s cultural values during the 
20th century. Now, as the traditional 
denominations and synagogue communal 
structures fade, those values have powered the 
revival of Jewish identity and practice among 
America’s roughly six million Jews through distinc-
tively American quests for individual spiritual ful-
fillment. 

This is not a new idea, but Kaplan’s survey of the 
landscape is enhanced by some unexpected exam-
ples. He traces the influence of basic civic values 
such as choice and individualism, particular politi-
cal values such as feminism and environmentalism, 
and subtler Christian cultural inflections such as a 
preference for a publicly proclaimed spirituality— 
“peak moments,” often in public, of accepting God 
in the heart—over the traditional Jewish spiritual-
ity arising from adherence to commandments and 
membership in the community. This preference for 
moments of public commitment, he suggests, helps 
account for the increased prominence of life cycle 
milestones such as the bar mitzvah. 

Kaplan’s gallery of American-inflected Jewish 
innovators is entertaining and mostly illuminat-
ing, though his sympathy for some of the wackier 
ones may outdistance the reader’s. There are 
“adventure rabbis” who seek to give their congre-
gants Jewish spiritual experiences through hiking 
and kayaking expeditions, “aboriginal” Jews striv-
ing to incorporate Native American practices, 
“God-is-a-verb” mystics who link Jewish faith to 
social activism, and Web surfing Lubavitcher 
Hasidim whose 18th-century worldview has 
proved surprisingly compatible with high-tech 
outreach techniques. (These include the Mitzvah 
Mobile, which cruises city streets seeking Jews 
who might like to fulfill a mitzvah, or command-
ment, and innumerable Web sites offering practi-
cal information on ritual requirements.) 

Kaplan ascribes to egalitarianism and individu-
alism some developments not hitherto seen as 
especially spiritual—for instance, the Reform 
movement’s controversial 1983 decision to count 

110 Wi l s o n  Q ua r t e r ly  ■ Au t u m n  2 0 0 9  


