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Tzitzit

Oakland, California — April 1st, 1969 

I’m standing naked in a long straight line with 200 other naked young 
men. We’re at the Armed Forces Examining and Induction Station in 
Oakland. There’s an orange stripe on the gunmetal gray floor, and 
we’re all facing the stripe, with the other guys to our right and our 
left. Following orders, we each have our clothes folded in a bundle 
and placed on the floor to the left of where we’re standing.

A lone doctor, together with a couple of helpers, is working his 
way along the line, one guy at a time. He is squatting down in front 
of each guy and poking him in the balls. They haven’t told us the 
purpose of this little ritual. I assume it’s to see if we have hernias.

Actually I’m not completely naked. I’m wearing my kippah on my 
head and my tzitzit, the fringed undergarment worn by religious 
Jewish men. Picture a piece of thin white cloth with a silken texture, 
about six feet long and two feet wide, with a slit in the middle for the 
head to go through. It has little stripes embroidered along its length. 
At each corner there is a set of white strings that are tied in a series of 
complex knots, which leave the ends of the strings to hang in fringes. 
The tzitzit stand for the 613 mitzvot (commandments) in the Torah.*

This is how Shlomo taught us about tzitzit. The word mitzvah is 
much deeper than commandment. The Hebrew root is tzav, which 
means to tie, to connect. Thus, a mitzvah is an action in this world, a 
right action that connects us to our deepest truth, and to God. 

Shlomo said, “Why are the knots of the tzitzit tied to the corners? 
What is it about corners? The Torah says, ‘Don’t be led by the 
impulses, the lusts and fears of your heart and your eyes, which will 
get you lost; when you see the tzitzit, remember all My mitzvot and do 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
* The word tzitzit as it is spelled in the Mishnah has a numerical value 600. Each tassel 
has eight threads (when doubled over) and five sets of knots, totalling 13. Together, 
they make 613.
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them.’* When we say those words in the morning prayers, we hold 
onto the tzitzit.” So Shlomo says, “When do we most need something 
to hold onto? It’s when we’re backed into a corner. It’s when I’m
trapped and have nowhere to go; when I can’t find a way out. That’s
when I need to let go of my own eyes and heart and mind, and hold 
onto God’s.” 

Oh yeah, I almost forgot to mention, besides the tzitzit, I have my 
guitar strapped over my shoulder, and I’m holding a stack of antiwar 
pamphlets from the American Friends Service Committee. 

The guy standing next to me is a big Hispanic dude who’s been 
ignoring me up to this point. He looks over at me. His face has a look 
of total incomprehension. He turns away, looking over at where the 
doctor is gradually working his way down the line, poking his finger 
into everyone’s balls. A minute later he turns to me.

He gestures at me with his hand. “Hey man, what you doin’?” he 
says. “Are you acting crazy so you can get out? Or are you really 
crazy?”

I look up at him. He looks half perturbed, half amused. “Oh, 
this!” I say, touching my kippah and my tzitzit: “No man, I’m not 
crazy. I’m wearing this stuff because I’m a Jew, and Jews wear this 
stuff.”

He looks less amused and more perturbed. “I know some Jews,”
he says. “There’s Jews live down the street in my neighborhood. I 
don’t see them wear no shit like that.”

“It depends,” I say. “Jews that are real religious, they wear this 
stuff.” I look up at him, straight into his eyes. He’s sizing me up. I 
reach out my hand. “My name’s Aryae,” I say.

He seems to relax. Then he reaches out and we shake hands. 
“Miguel,” he says. 

“Good to meet you man,” I say. He shrugs and gestures at the 
room we’re standing naked in, at the hundreds of guys around us, at 
the absurdity of the whole situation.

“Yeah that’s okay,” he says, “but I rather meet you somewhere 
else, you know?” We both laugh.

Then I look down at my pamphlets. “Look,” I say, “let me give 
you one of these.”

He looks at me warily and doesn’t reach out to take it.

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
* Numbers 15: 39-40.



! 47

“It’s about the war,” I say. “It’s about how these government 
guys in Washington are sending guys like you and me to die in 
Vietnam, you know? And we don’t have to go man. We don’t. We 
have rights. We can say ’No.’”

The guy standing on the other side of me, a skinny white guy 
with freckles all over his body and a thick mop of red hair on his 
head, has been listening in. “Yeah, and get our ass in jail!” he says in a 
Southern accent.

I turn toward him and reach out my right hand. “My name’s
Aryae,” I say, “what’s yours?”

He looks at my hand, then at me, then reaches out to take it. 
“Jack,” he says. We shake hands.

“Listen Jack,” I say. “You’re right. Even thought we’ve got legal 
rights, and the law’s supposed to protect us, they could still lock our 
asses in jail. But the thing is, where would you rather have your ass 
wind up: in jail, or under a pile of dirt somewhere in Vietnam? And 
for what? To go over there, 10,000 miles away, and kill people who 
never did anything to us, who never threatened the United States? 
Does that make any sense to you?”

Jack’s expression has changed. He’s looking straight ahead of us.

“What’s going on here?!” I look across the line. An Army corporal 
is standing there, looking right at me. We face each other, he on his 
side of the orange line, I on mine. He seems to be about the same age 
and height as I am. His crew cut hair is blond. He’s dressed in his 
army uniform, neatly pressed, with all the right stuff in the right 
places. I’ve got my kippah, my tzitzit, my beard, my guitar, and my 
anti-war literature. 

I look at him and say, “I’m exercising my constitutional right of 
free speech by expressing . . .”

“Shut up!” he says. “Save it for outside. Here you’re under the 
jurisdiction of the Army and will follow the rules and regulations of 
military conduct.” He looks me over in disgust. “What’s all this 
garbage?”

“My religion requires me to wear these garments,” I say.

“And the Army requires you to take them off,” he says. “Willful 
failure to comply is a violation of the Universal Military Training and 
Service Act and punishable by a fine or prison or both.” He stands 
there looking at me. Miguel and Jack, and the other naked young 
guys near us, are also looking at me.
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I take a deep breath. I feel the fingers of my left hand wrap 
around the knots of the tzitzit. “The constitution of this country 
guarantees me freedom of religion,” I say. “I’m not taking them off.”

His pupils widen. He signals for two soldiers to come over, and 
says something to them when they arrive. Miguel and Jack stand 
back. One soldier stands on each side of me.

“Pick up your clothes and go with these soldiers,” he says. Then 
he turns and walks crisply away. I look at the corporal’s back. Then I 
look at the naked guys nearby, all staring at me, the soldiers standing 
next to me, and my pile of clothes on the floor. I bend down and pick 
up the clothes.

The soldiers take me down a narrow corridor. They stop at a door 
and knock. Then they open it and motion me to go in. I go in, and 
they close the door behind me.

It’s a small, windowless room. Inside there’s a middle-aged guy, 
partially bald, in a rumpled uniform, sitting behind a desk. He looks 
up at me, smiles and motions me to sit down in the chair on the other 
side of the desk, facing him. The chair has a gray metal frame and a 
green plastic leatherette seat.

“Is it okay if I put my pants on?” I say. He smiles and nods 
affirmatively. I set my clothes on the floor together with the anti-war 
literature, take off my guitar and lean it against the chair, bend over 
again and get my underpants and pants, put them on, and sit down. 
The strings of the tzitzit are resting on my jeans. 

The guy behind the desk just sits there looking at me. I look 
around at the walls of his little cubicle. There are framed documents 
that look like medical degrees and official certifications.

“Are you a psychiatrist?” I say.

He puts his elbows on the desk and leans toward me. “Yes I am,”
he says. “Are you looking for a medical deferment for a psychiatric 
condition?”

“No, I’m not,” I say.

“Then why all this?” He gestures toward me with a sweep of his 
hand that includes the tzitzit, the guitar and the anti-war literature.

I touch my kippah and my tzitzit. “These are the traditional 
garments worn by religious Jews.”

The psychiatrist smiles. “I know,” he says. “I’m Jewish myself. I 
don’t think anyone here is saying that you shouldn’t wear these 
garments and be a religious Jew. I believe that you’re being asked to 
remove them only for a medical examination. Is that correct?”
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I look at him and think. Then I say, “If a doctor came up to me 
and said to take off the tzitzit so he could put a stethoscope on my 
chest, I’d say, ‘Okay. Of course.’ But the deal here is, the corporal said 
I’m under the jurisdiction of the Army, and that overrides my 
religious practice, so I have to take them off while I’m standing in 
line. I disagree. I was just standing there, not interfering with 
anybody. I don’t think Army rules override my religious practice.”

“There are many, many Orthodox Jews serving in the Armed 
Forces along with other Americans. I’ve met some of them. These are 
patriotic Americans who are willing to serve their country when 
asked. Are you saying that you are more religious than they are?”

“No I’m not,” I say. “I’m just trying to do what’s right for me, 
based on my understanding of what God wants me to do.”

“What about the guitar?” he says. “What about the literature?”

I smile. “The guitar is for singing songs of love and peace. The 
pamphlets are from the American Friends Service Committee in 
Philadelphia. The message is to consider registering as a conscious 
objector to war.”

He looks me over and then suddenly leans forward over his desk. 
His eyebrows narrow. He says to me in a kind of hoarse stage 
whisper, “I have to tell you, you look like a freak.”

I’m not sure if I heard him right. “What?” I say.

“You look like a freak.”

I look back at him, not knowing what to say. Then I laugh. 
“Thanks,” I say.

He leans back in his chair and laughs also. “I see so many guys 
like you come in here. You wouldn’t believe the stuff they pull. 
Yesterday I saw a guy who had kept himself awake with 
methamphetamines for three days. He was a mess! He was shaking, 
couldn’t walk straight, and could barely get out a coherent sentence. 
He wanted me to declare him crazy so he wouldn’t have to go to 
Vietnam. What do you think I should do with guys like him?”

“He doesn’t sound crazy to me,” I say quietly. “He sounds 
frightened. If you’re gonna send him off to die, or maybe spend the 
rest of his life as a cripple, for a cause he doesn’t believe in, he’s got 
good reason to be frightened.”

The psychiatrist leans forward across the desk. “What about you? 
Are you frightened? Aren’t you doing the same thing he is, in your 
own way?”
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I take a deep breath. “Actually I am a little frightened. I might go 
to jail for my beliefs, and jail scares me. But I’m not leaving the 
country. And I’m not interested in a 4-F deferment. I’m interested in . 
. . speaking my truth, to you, to the military establishment, and to the 
other guys out there. I don’t think that war and killing are the way. I 
think that peace is the way.”

The psychiatrist leans back, looks at me, and nods. “I take it 
you’ve applied for CO status and been turned down?” The tone of his 
voice has changed.

I nod back. “Yeah.”

He looks up, sighs, rubs the bald spot on his head, then looks at 
me. “You know, if you don’t cooperate here, they’ll nail you, and it’s
an open and shut case. If you cooperate and go through the physical, 
you can still appeal to have your CO application reconsidered. That 
way you’ve got a chance.” His eyes almost seem to be pleading with 
me.

I nod again. I look down and see that my left hand is holding 
onto the tzitzit. “I don’t know,” I say looking at him. “I appreciate 
your advice, I really do. It’s just that . . .” I look around the tiny room, 
at the framed documents on the wall, at my stuff on the floor, at the 
neat stacks of papers on the desk, at the guy sitting behind the desk 
who is now looking concerned. “I think I’ve got to keep doing what 
I’m doing, and keep speaking my truth.”

Now it’s his turn to nod again. He sits still for a while without 
saying anything, as if giving me a chance to change my mind. Then 
he presses a button on the row of buttons on his phone set. He makes 
some check marks on the form in front of him, writes a few words, 
and signs it. The door opens, and I see one of the two soldiers that 
brought me here.

I stand up. The psychiatrist stands up and extends his hand. 
“Good luck,” he says with a half-smile.

I shake his hand. “Thanks,” I say.

As they’re escorting me out of the building, the same corporal 
who spoke to me in line comes and reads me a statement. It basically 
says the same stuff, that if I leave without cooperating, I have violated 
the law and subject to its full penalty.

Three weeks later at the House of Love and Prayer I will receive 
the following letter:
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April 20, 1969

To: Lawrence J. Coopersmith:

You are hereby notified that this Local Board has declared 
you to be a delinquent because of [. . .] failure to cooperate in 
processing for Pre Induction Physical Examination [. . .]

Your willful failure to perform the foregoing duty or 
duties is a violation of the Universal Military Training and 
Service Act, as amended, which is punishable by 
imprisonment for as much as 5 years or a fine of as much as 
$10,000, or by both such fine and imprisonment.

Gloria Quinsores
Clerk of Local Board

I find the Shabbos Express in the parking lot of the Oakland 
Armed Forces Induction Station. I unlock the doors, put my guitar 
and anti-war literature on the back seat, get into the driver’s seat and 
sit there a moment, holding the wheel and letting my mind drift. My 
head is spinning: images of soldiers, battlefields, and jails, mixed with 
images of rock concerts, peace marches, Shabboses at the House.

Then I remember. Tomorrow night is the first night of Passover. 
The Sosnick family, which owns a company in San Francisco that 
distributes kosher foods, has graciously offered to donate wine, 
matzah, horseradish and gefilte fish to the House for our Seder if we 
can pick it up at one of their warehouses before it closes. We’re
expecting over 100 people. My watch says 3:30. I start the engine. 


