
scared and are therefore less motivated to buy
guns — a sentiment Michael Moore played up
in Bowling for Columbine — there are other,
more measurable policy factors in play as well.
For starters, Canada has no equivalent to the
Second Amendment to the U.S. Constitution,
with its oft-debated declaration that “the right of
the People to keep and bear arms shall not be
infringed.” Therefore, Canada has no long his-
tory of court battles and judgments regarding the
intended meaning of this phrase and whether
preventing people from buying, possessing, or
carrying a gun is an infringement on their con-
stitutional (or Canadian Charter) rights. In
Canada, owning a gun is not a legal entitlement.

Reason Three: Handgun Laws
In America, handgun regulation is left to the
states and just about anyone can buy a gun. If
you’re over 21 years of age, live in the state
where you’re trying to purchase the gun, and
aren’t a felon, a fugitive, mentally ill, or an il-
legal immigrant, you can purchase a gun. (In
most states there are actually more restrictions
on voting and receiving welfare assistance than
there are on buying a handgun.) A background
check may or may not be performed on you. In

addition to the ease with which Americans can
purchase guns, it’s also relatively easy to obtain
a gun permit, which is not actually required for
the purchase of a gun.

In contrast, Canada has extremely strict fed-
erally mandated handgun regulations. In 1977,
handguns were classified as “restricted
weapons,” requiring a permit before one can be
purchased. In order to obtain a handgun per-
mit, a Canadian must prove that she or he
needs the gun for a particular occupation, is
part of an approved shooting club, is a collector,
or needs the gun for self-protection. Each
weapon must be registered and authorizations
are required to transport them between differ-
ent locations. Attending a gun-safety training
course is mandatory and all gun purchases are
subject to a 28-day waiting period.

It’s true that neither of us often think about
guns, and we can’t think of anyone we know
who owns a gun in either country. But Canada
does feel safer, and not because Canadians are
more relaxed, trusting, and laissez-faire about
life; serious government policies on gun control
account for the vastly dissimilar rates of gun
ownership and gun type, and therefore gun vi-
olence between the U.S. and Canada. 
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Firearm-Related Injuries and Deaths
L E S  F I S H E R

The U.S. is the most highly armed country
in the world. There are 90 guns for every
100 citizens, according to 2007 figures

from the Small Arms Survey; in the rest of the
world, the rate is ten firearms for every 100 cit-
izens. The U.S. rate of lethal violence is corre-
spondingly higher than other developing
countries. A study of crime in the 1990s by the
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
(CDC) put the U.S. firearm homicide rate for
children at sixteen times that of other devel-
oped countries. Moreover, gun-related suicides
are the leading cause of gun-related deaths.  

Firearm injuries, by virtue of the number of
deaths, years of life lost, and cost to society,
represent an important and persistent public
health problem. Although the total fluctuates
from year to year, firearms consistently rank
second only to motor vehicle crashes as a cause
of fatal injury in the U.S. More than 95 percent
of fatal firearm injuries are the result of self-di-
rected or interpersonal violence. The available

data demonstrate that firearm injuries continue
to be a major cause of mortality in the U.S.,
producing approximately 30,000 deaths per
year. In 2002, more than half of these deaths
were suicides, a fact that has been neglected by
much of the public health community and
largely outside the scope of criminal justice ef-
forts to decrease firearm misuse. Gun injuries
have a very high case-fatality ratio, especially
self-inflicted gunshot wounds. And there’s a
greater chance that a gun injury in the home
will harm another family member — not an
outside intruder. 

The long-term consequences of firearm in-
jury can be substantial. In one study of hospi-
talized gunshot victims, health status six to
twelve months after injury was significantly
worse than before the event. In addition to
physical disabilities, more than one third of in-
dividuals studied reported symptoms of post-
traumatic stress disorder.

Another measure of the magnitude of the
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The Frisco Kid 
J E S S I C A  Z I M M E R M A N

Born and raised in San Francisco, I was a
Manhattan transplant during college,
rabbinical school, and a few years be-

yond. In the liberal and intellectual enclaves
where I was educated — formally and infor-
mally — I did not know a single person who
would fathom owning a gun, let alone keeping
one in the glove compartment of their car.
Then, I moved to Phoenix.

It was 117 degrees outside on the day I ar-
rived. On finding my air conditioner broken, I
set out to Trader Joe’s to fill my fridge with cold
drinks and lots of ice cream. There, I was greeted
by a huge sign hanging next to the entrance stat-
ing, “No Weapons on these Premises.” “No
weapons??” I mumbled audibly, “Trader Joe’s is
known for its tasty salsas and spiced pecans.
What is this about weapons?” 

As I met people during my first weeks in
Phoenix, I started asking about the sign. I
learned that owning a gun in Arizona — even
within the Jewish community — wasn’t un-
usual. Apparently, I had chosen to become a
rabbi in the Wild West. As I met congregants, I’d
ask, “Do you have a gun?” With each affirmative
answer, my shock grew deeper and my questions
more incredulous. “Are there rabbis here with
guns? Where do you keep your gun? Why do you
have a gun?” People answered very openly about
their gun ownership. When I asked the middle-
aged president of the congregation — a real estate
developer who drives a Cadillac convertible —
his answer concurred with many other people’s:
“Rattlesnakes,” he said. “Rattlesnakes??” I asked.
While I could not fathom the scene, I heard that
answer frequently. I never saw a rattlesnake in
Arizona, aside from the one behind glass in the

Sonoran Desert Museum.
The conversation about guns dominated

my first few months in Phoenix. In addition to
the still-puzzling reptile explanation, some peo-
ple told me that it was human intruders they
feared. They feel safer with a gun in the house,
they said, since it would allow them to protect
their families. Others told me that I shouldn’t
worry, since I had probably unknowingly been
in the presence of thousands of guns while rid-
ing the subway in New York. Still others told
me that we as Jews, should respect our
Constitutional right to bear arms, since many
Jewish communities throughout history had no
way to defend themselves from government-
sanctioned anti-Jewish actions. 

I never got used to the reality that many
people in Arizona (and elsewhere in America)
choose to exercise their right to carry a li-
censed gun. I often wondered if any of the
synagogue employees had a gun…or maybe
one of the parents of a student coming to a bat
mitzvah rehearsal in my office. Did the little
old lady in the front row on Friday night have
a gun in her purse? 

One Shabbat, an argument broke out be-
tween two congregants. Before I moved to
Arizona, I would have felt sure that nothing
more sinister than yelling would take place be-
tween two members of a synagogue in the
parking lot. But once I realized that most of the
Jews in Arizona pack heat in case they en-
counter a particularly aggressive rattlesnake —
or fellow congregant?? — I couldn’t be so sure.
Half joking, I stepped between the two arguing
men and said, “Guys, you know we have a pol-
icy of no shooting in shul on Shabbes.”

Rabbi Jessica Zimmerman,
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Congregational Engagement, is
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kehillot kedoshot — sacred
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Manhattan and then moved to
the Wild West to become the
Grace and Horace Goldsmith
Rabbi at Congregation Beth
Israel in Phoenix, Ariz. 

gun problem and its importance for society are
the costs of gun violence, which include not
only the costs stemming from gunshot injuries
but also the costs of all the efforts to deter
shootings or protect against them. For example,
it is estimated that the costs of gun violence in
the U.S. are approximately $116 billion per year
(in 2004 dollars). These costs increase our in-
dividual health insurance rates nationwide —
what does this mean? 

Banning all guns is not suitable nor realistic
among public health prevention workers who

seek not to blame but rather to prevent, reduce,
and ameliorate substantial health risks. Public
health prevention strategies (before the injury)
that do seem to work to reduce gun-related “ac-
cidents,” homicides, and suicides, include hos-
pital and community-based programs (like
CeaseFire in Chicago) that work to stop victims
from shooting others — the most common form
of street gun violence. Effective strategies for re-
ducing gun violence also include using tested
school curricula. These strategies would even-
tually prove economically wise. 


