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dear reader:
Welcome to the National Jewish Book Club; we’re so glad you joined us! JBC Book Clubs, a division of Jewish
Book Council, launched this project to create a community of readers. Through it, we hope to introduce you to
works of Jewish literature that you may not have encountered in the past and reunite you with stories with which
you may be quite familiar.
We’re excited to offer you the fourth annual National Jewish Book Club selection guide. Join over 1,400 book
clubs around the world in reading National Jewish Book Club titles and engaging in conversations about these
books.
To keep a conversation going throughout the year, NJBC readers are invited to join our discussion forum on
Facebook. It is an active group where you can connect to readers around the world about the books that you are
reading. Search for the National Jewish Book Club group on Facebook and request to join.
In addition to the Facebook discussion, there is a private page on the Jewish Book Council website that provides
additional information about the books and authors. Log in by going to http://www.jewishbookcouncil.org/
bookclub/national-jewish-book-club-member-log-in, and enter the username, National Jewish Book Club, and
the password, njbc201718.
How it works:
Jewish Book Council has selected 16 titles, a mix of fiction and non-fiction, from the breadth of Jewish literature,
which are featured here. Each title was chosen after careful consideration as an interesting read that has the
potential to engender conversation among your book group about significant and/or timely issues within the
Jewish community. When read together, the collection creates one possible view of the American Jewish literary
landscape.
Participating book clubs can use this guide to craft their own reading experience, choosing how many of the
suggested titles they wish to read and in what order (see suggestions on page 4).
If you aren’t already part of a book club and are hoping to start one, the National Jewish Book Club provides
a ready-made book club experience with books to choose from and discussion questions at your fingertips.
Additionally, JBC Book Clubs can provide a step-by-step explanation of how to set up a new book club.
For those who wish to use this guide as a personal reading list outside of any book club, we hope you enjoy the
selections! If you wish to discuss them, join the Facebook group and start a conversation.
A few notes about this guide:
This guide features a brief summary and discussion questions for the National Jewish Book Club titles for 20172018. For a complete list of the books, please see page 2-3.
Prices for the books are not listed, as price will vary depending on format and retailer. Publication dates listed
are for the most recent edition of the title.
The summaries of the books were compiled from the book publishers, as were many of the discussion questions.
Questions that were prepared by Jewish Book Council are labeled as such. For permission to reprint JBC’s
discussion questions, please email bookclub@jewishbooks.org.
Many of the discussion questions contain spoilers about the plot, so please keep that in mind as you read through
this guide.
Book clubs are able to connect with selected authors via video chats through the JBC Live Chat program. For
more information about authors available for Skyping, please email bookclub@jewishbooks.org
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reading these books
We loved reading these books and thinking about the kinds of conversations that could arise from
them, and we hope you will too. In selecting the sixteen titles, we have tried to cover many different
genres and topics to offer a small taste of many aspects of Jewish literature and life. While not every
book may be your favorite, the conversations that can be generated from these readings have the
potential to be lively and fascinating.
As mentioned before, the National Jewish Book Club program is designed to allow book clubs and
readers to customize their participation. The selection of books provides a little something for everyone, but we know that sixteen books is a lot to read in one year!
To assist in your reading, JBC has arranged the books in suggested orders by a few categories: one
that gives an assortment throughout the year, one that follows a thematic arc, and one that follows
a chronological order by the book’s initial setting. In reviewing the list of books, remember that you
can choose one to read or twelve. Maybe your book club reads only fiction or only non-fiction, you
don’t usually read short stories, or some of the books just don’t interest you as much—if you are following one of the orders below, just skip those books and continue on.
Assorted:

Thematic:

The Missing File

The German Girl

And After the Fire

An Island Called Home

Through the Door of Life

A Bear, a Backpack, and Eight

The Patriots

Crates of Vodka

A Guide for the Perplexed

The Patriots

Casting Lots

The Mathematician’s Shiva

The Chosen

And After the Fire

The Lost Book of Moses

The Lost

The German Girl

Safekeeping

Second Person Singular

Second Person Singular

An Island Called Home

The Missing File

After Abel

The Lost Book of Moses

The Lost

A Guide for the Perplexed

The Mathematician’s Shiva

After Abel

A Bear, a Backpack, and Eight

Through the Door of Life

Crates of Vodka

The Chosen

Safekeeping

Casting Lots

If you have any questions about a book or anything else, please feel free to be in touch with the
director of the JBC Book Clubs program, Miri Pomerantz Dauber, at bookclub@jewishbooks.org or
212-786-5157.
4

www.jewishbookcouncil.org/bookclub

fiction

www.jewishbookcouncil.org/bookclub

5

6

www.jewishbookcouncil.org/bookclub

after
abel:
					and other stories

Fi c ti o n

M IC HA L LEM BER GER
“Eve considers motherhood.
Miriam tends Moses.
Lot’s wife looks back.
Vividly reimagined with startling contemporary clarity, Michal Lemberger’s debut collection of
short stories gives voice to silent, oft-marginalized biblical women: their ambitions, their love for
their children, their values, their tremendous struggles and challenges. Informed by
Lemberger’s deep knowledge of the Bible, each of these nine stories story recasts a
biblical saga from the perspective of a pivotal woman.”

Prospect Park Books
2015
288 pp.

discussion questions
1. In the author’s afterword, she says, “Long before John
Milton turned the narrative of the creation and Christian
fall into his sprawling epic poem Paradise Lost, Jewish
midrash and agadah contained stories that give flesh to
what are often bare-bones biblical tales.” The stories of
After Abel reimagine stories many of us think we know and
the author took some liberties with the original biblical
texts. What is the same? What is different?
2. The author also says, “You won’t find a fictionalized version
of Ruth and Naomi’s story in this book. . . . I know when not
to mess with perfection.” What does she mean by this? And
why do you think she chose to retell the stories she did?
3. Is there a biblical figure or story that you wish the author
would have included?
4. Did you discover something about these stories that
you never knew before because of the book’s reimagined
narratives?

7. What do you make of the fact that Achsah’s story so closely
resembles classic fairy tales in the way it’s told?
8. What does the story “Zeresh, His Wife” say about access
to power in politicalenvironments? And what does the story
“City of Refuge” suggest about human urges
toward peace and violence?
9. Of all the stories in the book, only “Saul’s Daughter” is
narrated by a man. Why do you think that is? What does it
suggest about the character of Palti? Of Michel?
10. We tend to read the Bible in a vacuum of context, but the
treatment of its female characters is grounded in a particular
time, place, and culture. After reading all the stories in the
book, do you have a new understanding of the lives of
women in the Bible?
Courtesy of Michal Lemberger and Prospect Park Books

5. What does the title story suggest about the ways a person
might recall her own life story? And how does that differs
from how it might be presented by others?
6. In the Bible, Lot really does offer his daughters to the mob
outside his door. What does it say about our culture that no
one has ever questioned the treatment of Lot’s daughters
in this story before?

www.jewishbookcouncil.org/bookclub
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Fi c t i o n

and after the fire
LAU R EN BELF ER

The New York Times-bestselling author of A Fierce Radiance and City of Light returns with a new
powerful and passionate novel—inspired by historical events—about two women, one European
and one American, and the mysterious choral masterpiece by Johann Sebastian Bach that changes
both their lives.
In the ruins of Germany in 1945, at the end of World War II, American soldier Henry Sachs takes a
souvenir, an old music manuscript, from a seemingly deserted mansion and mistakenly kills the girl
who tries to stop him.
In America in 2010, Henry’s niece, Susanna Kessler, struggles to rebuild her life after
she experiences a devastating act of violence on the streets of New York City. When
Henry dies soon after, she uncovers the long-hidden music manuscript. She becomes
determined to discover what it is and to return it to its rightful owner, a journey that
will challenge her preconceptions about herself and her family’s history—and also offer her an
opportunity to finally make peace with the past.

Harper Perennial
2017 (pbk)
496 pp.

In Berlin, Germany, in 1783, amid the city’s glittering salons where aristocrats and commoners,
Christians and Jews, mingle freely despite simmering anti-Semitism, Sara Itzig Levy, a renowned
musician, conceals the manuscript of an anti-Jewish cantata by Johann Sebastian Bach, an unsettling
gift to her from Bach’s son, her teacher. This work and its disturbing message will haunt Sara and her
family for generations to come.

discussion questions
1. The author was inspired to write And After the Fire when
one day she thought, “what would I do if I came into possession of a previously unknown, and ethically controversial,
artistic masterpiece?”
What would you do? Donate it to a library or museum? Sell
it? Destroy it? Hide it under the bed?
2. The masterpiece of music at the center of And After the
Fire, a cantata by Johann Sebastian Bach, has an inflammatory libretto. This isn’t a surprise, because any work of art is a
product of its era, and Bach wrote more than one piece that
lashes out at different religious groups.
But when we perform such pieces today, do we need to recognize and discuss the aspects which might be disturbing
in our era? Do you think great art can sometimes do harm?
Or, do you believe that great works of art by definition rise
above their time and place, and therefore their content is irrelevant, and we should focus only on their timeless beauty
and magnificence?

3. At the end of the novel, does Susanna make the right decision about the cantata? Does she manage to turn bad into
good, as she hopes?
4. Do you think Dan will regain his religious faith? Have you
struggled with issues of faith in your own life?
5. Do you think Susanna should have confronted her mother
more forcefully, to learn the truth about what happened to
their family during the Holocaust? Why did Evelyn and Henry believe they had to conceal the truth from Susanna?
6. When Count von Arnim makes insulting, hurtful comments at Sara’s salon, why does Sara react the way she does?
Why doesn’t she order him to leave, or argue with him, or at
least challenge him in some way? If she lived today, would
she handle this situation differently?
What if something similar happened at a party at your
home? How would you react?
continued
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7. Fanny Mendelssohn Hensel is among the most important
women composers in the history of Western music, yet she
is almost forgotten today. Her mother and her husband
both encouraged her desire to compose and to publish her
music, so she did have some family support. Why do you
think she had so much difficulty standing up for herself
against the opposition of her father and then, after her
father’s death, of her brother, Felix?
And what about Felix? Was he right or wrong, to publish his
sister’s work under his name? Was he trying, in his own way
of thinking, to help his sister? And most importantly, why
did Fanny participate in the deception by preparing this
music for the engraver?
The more one learns about the relationship between Fanny
and Felix, the more complex it seems. They were closest
companions during childhood. Have you ever known
siblings who had such a highly-charged relationship?

9

8. Bach’s music is an integral part of the story, moving the
plot forward and revealing the inner lives of the characters,
as it consoles their suffering and accentuates their joy —
exactly as Bach’s music has done in my own life.
What is the role of music in your life? Do you turn to music
for comfort as well as for joy?
9. What do you think about the structure of the novel,
shifting back and forth in time? By designing the novel in
this way, the author wanted each time period to illuminate
the other, step by step, letting the reader learn more details
gradually and put together the mystery. Did this technique
work for you?

Questions courtesy of Lauren Belfer. For more information including background essays on how the book was written and pictures
of the real people and places in the novel, please see Lauren
Belfer’s website, LaurenBelfer.com
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Fi c t i o n

the chosen
C HA IM P OTO K
It’s the spring of 1944 and fifteen-year-olds Reuven Malter and Danny Saunders have lived five
blocks apart all their lives. But they’ve never met, not until the day an accident during a softball game
sparks an unlikely friendship. Soon these two boys—one expected to become a Hasidic rebbe, the
other at ease with secular America—are drawn into one another’s worlds despite one father’s strong
opposition.
Set against the backdrop of WWII and the creation of the state of Israel, The Chosen is a poignant
novel about transformation and tradition, growing up and growing wise, and finding yourself—even
if that might mean leaving your community.
Simon & Schuster
2016
255 pp.
50th anniversary ed.

discussion questions
1. Why do you think the author settled on the title
The Chosen for this novel? To what does the term refer? Also,
where do readers encounter the theme of being chosen or
else actively choosing in the story? According to the novel,
what, if anything, are we able to choose for ourselves, and
what is chosen for us?
2. How are the schools that Reuven and Danny attend different? Why do the boys from each school exhibit such animosity toward one another in the play yard? Alternatively, what
do all the boys have in common? Within the boys’ schools,
how does Reuven say that brilliance is defined? How does
this definition of intelligence compare to its definition in the
outside world? Which kind of intelligence do Danny and Reuven seem to be most interested in? Explain.
3. Reuven says that he met Danny because of World War II.
What does he mean by this? How does the war bring the
two boys together? What does baseball represent according
to Reuven?
4. What is an apikoros? Why does Danny refer to Reuven in
this way? Why is Danny’s use of this term ironic? What does
Reuven think the yeshiva team believes about the game
and what it represents to them? Does he agree with their
view of the competition?
5. What does Danny say to Reuven when he visits him in the
hospital? How does Reuven respond to this? What advice
does Reuven’s father give his son when Reuven mentions
Danny’s initial visit? Why do you think he gives him this advice? Does Reuven take his father’s advice?

and recovery? Consider how sight and ways of seeing function as symbols and motifs thereafter in the book. What
other examples are there in the novel of a character’s sight
changing either literally or metaphorically, and what causes
these changes?
7. What does Reuven’s father say is “the purpose of man”
(p. 98) and with what does he believe a man must fill his
life? In what does Reuven’s father find purpose? What does
Danny’s father believe his purpose is? Do either Reuven or
Danny find their purpose by the conclusion of the story? If
so, how do they accomplish this and what must they sacrifice in order to do so?
8. Although Reuven narrates the story, Danny also functions
as a main character. Consider how we come to know the
two characters by way of their relationship. What unites the
two characters and how are they different? What common
struggles do they face and how does each surmount them?
What do we learn about each character through their relationship that we might not otherwise be privy to?
9. Explore the motif of silence. Why does Reb Saunders refuse to talk to his son except in association with his studies? How does Danny react to this? What do Reuven and his
father think of the way Reb Saunders raises Danny? What
other examples of silence are found throughout the novel?
At its conclusion, does the book answer the question of
whether silence is ultimately positive or negative, necessary
or destructive? Explain.

6. How is Reuven changed by the experience of his injury

10
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continued

10. Compare and contrast the father-son relationships in
the book. What do the two fathers have in common and
what divides them? How do the boys perceive their fathers?
Describe how each man raises his son. What does each
father try to teach his son or instill in him, and why do you
think these lessons are important to the boys? Why does
Reuven’s father say that he respects Danny’s father even
though he disagrees with his beliefs?
11. How does each of the main characters react to the news
of the Holocaust? Does this revelation unite the characters
or set them further apart? Is this surprising? Why, or why
not?
12. Consider the theme of suffering. Why does Reb Saunders
believe that suffering is necessary? Does the book ultimately
seem to support his view or overturn it? Explain. How do
each of the characters suffer and how are they changed as a
result of their suffering? Are the changes primarily positive
or negative?

13. Examine how the backdrop of historical events helps
to illuminate the major themes of the book. What major
historical events are represented in the book? How do the
characters respond to these events? What do we learn
about the characters from their responses to these events?
14. Evaluate the theme of tradition versus modernity. Does
the novel ultimately suggest that tradition is positive or a
hindrance? Why does Danny’s father insist on carrying on
the traditions he knows? How does Reuven’s father feel
about tradition? Why is Danny ultimately willing to part
with some of the traditions he knows? Do you believe that
he made a good decision? Discuss.
15. Reuven’s father tells his son that he doesn’t know if it
was ethical to give Danny books without Reb Saunders’s
knowledge. Do you believe it was ethical for him to do so?
Why or why not?
Questions courtesy of Simon & Schuster
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Fi c t i o n

the german girl
A R MA ND O LU C A S CO R R E A

The German Girl sweeps from Berlin at the brink of WWII to Cuba on the cusp of revolution, to New
York in the wake of September 11th, before reaching its deeply moving conclusion in the tumult of
present-day Havana. Based on a true story, this wonderful novel gives voice to the joys and sorrows of
generations of exiles, forever seeking a place called home.
Before everything changed, Hannah Rosenthal lived a charmed life. But now the streets of Berlin are
draped in swastikas, and Hannah is no longer welcome in the places she once considered home. A
glimmer of hope appears in the shape of the St Louis, a transatlantic liner that promises Jews safe passage to Cuba. The Rosenthals sell everything to fund visas and tickets. At first the liner feels like luxury,
but as they travel the circumstances of war change, and it soon becomes their prison.
Washington Square
Press
2017 (pbk)
400 pp.

Seven decades later in New York, on her twelfth birthday Anna Rosen receives a package from Hannah, the great-aunt she never met but who raised her deceased father. Anna and her mother immediately travel to Cuba to meet this elderly relative, and for the first time Hannah tells them the untold
story of her voyage on the St Louis.

discussion questions
1. “I was almost twelve years old when I decided to kill my
parents.” The book opens on a pretty dark scene in which
Hannah believes death is the best way out of her current
situation. Why do you think she feels this way? How does
this set the tone for the rest of the book?
2. Consider Hannah’s reaction to being called “dirty” and
then her reaction to being confused for an Aryan and
ending up on the cover of Das Deutsche Mädel.
3. When Alma boards the St. Louis, she is wearing her best
outfit and jewelry. Why is it so important for her to dress well
as she leaves Germany? What message is she trying to send?
4. People praised The German Girl as “a timely mustread.” There are telegraphs and various news headlines
interspersed throughout Hannah’s journey on the St. Louis,
broadcasting the political climate and crises of the time.
How do these compare to today’s headlines and crises?
5. Had you heard of the tragedy of the St. Louis prior
to reading this book? How would those refugees have
benefited from today’s social media exposure versus the
newspaper coverage of the time?
6. Why does Hannah’s family feel betrayed by her brother’s
involvement in the Cuban Revolution? How is it similar to
their experience in Berlin prior to leaving Germany for Cuba?

7. There are many parallels in The German Girl. Among
them are Alma’s and Ida’s reactions to grief, forcing their
daughters to assume more responsibilities at a young age.
What do you think of their insistence upon wanting to erase
the past to make the present more bearable? Does this
coping mechanism ever really help?
8. Compare and contrast Hannah and Anna and their
reactions to loss. How have the tragedies experienced by the
Rosenthals bound them together and affected the other?
9. The 907 passengers who were not allowed to disembark
in Cuba—and were later also rejected by the United States
and Canada—found refuge in Great Britain (288), the
Netherlands (181), Belgium (214), and France (224), before
all but those taken in by Great Britain were claimed by the
war. What do you think happened to the passengers in the
moments before they disembarked in those countries? How
do you think the locals reacted to their arrival?
10. Hannah keeps the little blue box all those years without
ever opening it. Why do you think she kept her promise?
What did you expect Hannah to find in the little blue box?
11. What does Anna represent for the Rosen family? Why
was it important for Anna to meet Hannah and finally bring
closure to their family history?
Courtesy of ATRIA Books
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Fi c ti o n

a guide for the perplexed
DA R A HO R N
Software prodigy Josie Ashkenazi has invented an application that records everything its users do.
When an Egyptian library invites her to visit as a consultant, her jealous sister Judith persuades her
to go. But in Egypt’s postrevolutionary chaos, Josie is abducted, leaving Judith free to take over
Josie’s life at home, including her husband and daughter, while Josie’s talent for preserving memories
becomes a surprising test of her empathy and her only means of escape.
A century earlier, another traveler arrives in Egypt: Solomon Schechter, a Cambridge professor hunting
for a medieval archive hidden in a Cairo synagogue. Both he and Josie are haunted by the work of
the medieval philosopher Moses Maimonides, a doctor and rationalist who sought to reconcile faith
and science, destiny and free will. But what Schechter finds, as he tracks down the remnants of a
thousand-year-old community’s once-vibrant life, will reveal the power and perils of what Josie’s
ingenious work brings into being: a world where nothing is ever forgotten.
An engrossing adventure that intertwines stories from Genesis, medieval philosophy, and the digital
frontier, A Guide for the Perplexed is a novel of profound inner meaning and astonishing imagination.

W.W. Norton & Co.
2014 (pbk)
368 pp.

discussion questions
1. Josie’s Genizah software categorizes memories by themes
like “entertainment” and “travel” and carefully curates what
it records in order to bury the unpleasant and the ugly. Do
our minds work this way? Would you subscribe to Genizah?
How have other technologies already changed how you
experience things and remember them?
2. What is the significance of dreams in the novel? Does it
make sense to catalog them in Genizah along with daytime
memories, as Nasreen wants to do? Do you think they are
“mental garbage” or “a window to a world beyond what a
waking person could perceive”?
3. Maimonides tried to reconcile faith and reason in his
writings. What role do religion, rational thought, and
intelligence play in how the characters see themselves and
others?
4. Josie designed her software to record patterns in human
behavior, which she thinks can be used to predict future
outcomes. Maimonides believed that, as the ancient rabbis
expressed it, “Everything is foreseen, but freedom of choice
is granted.” Are their beliefs compatible? Do you believe that
you are in control of the choices you make?
5. When Josie is putting together a Genizah of Tali from
memory, she realizes that the Tali who emerges is very
different from the one captured by the software at home.

What does this suggest about Josie’s feelings toward her
daughter? How does their relationship differ from Tali’s
relationship with Judith?
6. One of Cairo’s unique features is its vast necropolis full of
living squatters, but Nasreen says, “All cities are really cities of
the dead.” Do you agree with her? Do you live in a place where
you can feel the generations that came before you?
7. How do Josie and Judith and their relationship change over
the course of the novel? Which of the sisters do you most
sympathize with?
8. Schechter says, “Every human being, in the end, becomes
the opposite of an archive.” He also describes himself as a
palimpsest—a piece of parchment on which one text has
been inscribed over another. What does he mean by using
these metaphors, and how do they apply to himself and
others? Do they also apply to the novel itself?
9. The book is full of encounters between people of different
backgrounds: Judith and Itamar, Schechter and the Scottish
twins, Mosheh and the vizier, and Josie and Nasreen, to
name a few. How do these people view each other? What
cultural differences and worldviews come to light in their
conversations?

www.jewishbookcouncil.org/bookclub
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10. There are four pairs of siblings in the novel: Judith
and Josie, Schechter and Srulik, Margaret and Agnes, and
Mosheh and David. How does the novel explore themes of
jealousy, ambition, success, and love through the siblings?
Did their relationships remind you of your relationships
with your siblings?
11. In what ways does the novel’s narrative parallel the
biblical story of Joseph? Do you think this correspondence
enhances the power of the novel? In general, are biblical
stories relevant to the present or to understanding the
challenges of modern life?

14. How do the three stories—of Josie and Judith
Ashkenazi, Solomon Schechter, and Mosheh ben
Maimon—intersect and relate to one another? How does
Maimonides’s Guide for the Perplexed echo through all the
layers of the novel?

Reprinted from A Guide for the Perplexed: A Novel by Dara Horn.
Copyright © 2013 by Dara Horn. With permission of the publisher,
W. W. Norton & Company, Inc. All rights reserved.

12. Did Judith deserve Josie’s forgiveness in the end? Did
Josie deserve Judith’s? Did the final chapter about Tali
change the way you felt about the outcome of the story?
13. Like historians piecing together the past, several
characters wish to bring the dead back “to life” through
bits of memory, writings, photographs, and recordings.
Is this possible? How have you dealt with the death of
someone you loved and the artifacts—such as letters and
photographs—that were left behind?

14
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the mathematician’s shiva

Fi c ti o n

S T UA R T R O JS TAC ZER
When the greatest female mathematician in history passes away, her son, Alexander “Sasha”
Karnokovitch, just wants to mourn his mother in peace. But rumor has it the notoriously eccentric
Polish émigré has solved one of the most difficult problems in all of mathematics, and has spitefully
taken the solution to her grave. As a ragtag group of mathematicians from around the world descends
upon Rachela’s shiva, determined to find the proof or solve it for themselves—even if it means prying
up the floorboards for notes or desperately scrutinizing the mutterings of her African Grey parrot—
Sasha must come to terms with his mother’s outsized influence on his life.
Spanning decades and continents, from a crowded living room in Madison, Wisconsin, to the
windswept beach on the Barents Sea where a young Rachela had her first mathematical breakthrough,
The Mathematician’s Shiva is an unexpectedly moving and uproariously funny novel that captures
humanity’s drive not just to survive, but to achieve the impossible.
Penguin Books
2014 (pbk)

366 pp.

discussion questions
1. Sasha and his immediate family want to mourn his mother
privately, but they must also contend with her colleagues
who want to honor her in their own way. How do they find a
compromise?

6. Rachela’s brilliance is what draws others to her, and after
her passing it’s what everyone who knew her celebrates
most. How else might you characterize her, given Sasha’s
descriptions and the passages from her memoir?

2. Sasha is well aware of the difficulties his family faced as
Jews in Eastern Europe during World War II. How have their
struggles informed his personality and relationships?

7. Sasha’s grandfather mocks him for reading The Trial as a
child. What is his grandfather’s objection, and what does this
scene tell us about his family?

3. Even though his parents are both mathematicians, Sasha
has chosen a different career. Why did he make that decision,
and how does it change the course of his life?

8. There are several passages in the book in which Sasha
laments the current anti-intellectual culture of America. Did
you agree with his perceptions? Why or why not?

4. The mathematicians at the shiva are convinced that Rachela
solved the Navier-Stokes problem before she died, and when
they don’t uncover the solution in their records, they set out
to solve it themselves. Why is this equation so important to
them, and why do they feel compelled to see their mission
through?

9. Like any family, Sasha’s family has its own “language.” What
beliefs or behaviors set this family apart, and how does Sasha
embody these qualities?

5. Rojstaczer includes excerpts from Rachela’s memoir
throughout the book. What do these pages add to the
narrative? Why do you think he chose to structure the novel
in this way?

10. The events of this book largely take place over the span of
the shiva. How does Sasha change during the course of this
experience?
Courtesy of Penguin Books
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Fi c t i o n

the missing file
D.A . M IS HA NI
In The Missing File, Israeli detective Avraham Avraham must find a teenage boy gone missing from
the suburbs of Tel Aviv in this first volume in a fresh new literary crime series by D. A. Mishani.
Crimes in Avraham’s quiet suburb are generally not all that complex. But when a sixteen-year-old
boy goes missing and a schoolteacher offers up a baffling complication, Avraham finds himself
questioning everything he thought he knew about his life.
Told through alternating points of view, The Missing File is an emotionally wrought, character-driven
page-turner with plenty of twists and turns. It’s a mystery that will leave readers questioning the
notions of innocence and guilt, and the nebulous nature of truth.

Bourbon Street Books
2014 (pbk)
304 pp.

JBC Book Clubs discussion questions
1. Think about the title of the book. To what does it refer? Is
there a missing file, and if so, what does it contain?
2. Why do you think Avi is do interested in mysteries and
why detective novels aren’t written in Hebrew? What do you
think of the various explanations that are given (one from
“Uri from the service” on p. 89, Avi’s own on p. 4)?
3. Where do Ze’ev’s actions cross the line? Is it in writing the
letters, in delivering them, or at some other point? Why do
you think he inserts himself into the investigation, even before the idea of the writing project comes up?
4. Why does Hannah refuse to cooperate with Inspector
Avraham, even after the case is unraveled? Who do you
think is lying at the end, Hannah or Raphael? Why?
5. Avi says that mystery writers deliberately mislead the
reader (p. 168). Has Mishani done exactly that in writing this
novel?
6. Does reading a mystery set in Israel provide a different
experience from reading one set in the United States?

8. Avraham is very emotionally involved in Ofer’s case, forgoing his other cases (p. 144), going to sleep with Ofer in his
head and waking up thinking about him (p. 247). Why do
you think Avi is so connected to this case? Why is it so hard
for Avraham, a veteran detective, to make the pieces of the
case fit together?
9. In the 2017 edition of JBC’s Paper Brigade journal, author
and scholar Adam Rovner contributed an essay analyzing
the work of D.A. Mishani (page 18, and available to you on
the NJBC member web page--see page 1 of this guide for
log in information). In his piece, Rovner writes that “Avraham
Avraham stands out in the detective genre for his startling
normalcy.” Do you agree with that characterization?
10. In Rovner’s essay, he makes the case that Mishani’s work
“preserves the best evidence of the Zionist dream to be normal at last.” What do you think he means by that? Do you
agree?
Questions courtesy of Jewish Book Council

7. What changes with Avi’s trip to Belgium?
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Fi c ti o n

the patriots
S A NA KR A S IKO V
When the Great Depression hits, Florence Fein leaves Brooklyn College for what appears to be a plum
job in Moscow—and the promise of love and independence. But once in Russia, she quickly becomes
entangled in a country she can’t escape. Many years later, Florence’s son, Julian, will make the opposite
journey, immigrating back to the United States. His work in the oil industry takes him on frequent visits
to Moscow, and when he learns that Florence’s KGB file has been opened, he arranges a business trip to
uncover the truth about his mother, and to convince his son, Lenny, who is trying to make his fortune in
the new Russia, to return home. What he discovers is both chilling and heartbreaking: an untold story of
what happened to a generation of Americans abandoned by their country.

The Patriots is a riveting evocation of the Cold War years, told with brilliant insight and extraordinary skill.
Alternating between Florence’s and Julian’s perspectives, it is at once a mother-son story and a tale of
two countries bound in a dialectic dance; a love story and a spy story; both a grand, old-fashioned epic
and a contemporary novel of ideas. Through the history of one family moving back and forth between
continents over three generations, The Patriots is a poignant tale of the power of love, the rewards and
risks of friendship, and the secrets parents and children keep from one another.

Spiegel & Grau
2017 (pbk)
374 pp.

discussion questions
1. In the novel’s opening pages we find Florence Fein engaged
in the act of breaking her father’s heart. She’s leaving her family—and America—and boarding a steamer ship to Russia. Why
do you think Florence chooses to uproot herself like this? How
much of her decision is driven by politics, by opportunity, by
love?
2. One of the book’s ironies is that Florence is seeking freedom
when she leaves America: She“fled the Land of the Free to feel
free.” What forms of liberation and, conversely, entrapment
does she find in Russia? Does she eventually find freedom on
her own terms?
3. All of the main characters of the novel have their loyalties
tested. What types of allegiances are put to the test in the
book? Do you believe that Florence remains a fierce defender
of Russia till the novel’s end or does her experience with the
pilot change her? How do you interpret the novel’s title? Who
are the “patriots” in the novel?
4. When we meet Lenny, he’s going through a crisis. After
several years in Moscow, he finds that his skills are no longer
unique, and he’s reckoning with why he’s really come to Russia
and why he remains. Do you think making money is the only
reason he stays in Moscow? What else is keeping him there?
Do you agree with Julian that, just like Florence, Lenny doesn’t
want to return home “a failure”?
5. Deception, of others and of oneself, is a motif in the book.
Do you think self-deception can be a key to survival? What role
does self-deception play in the lives of the Brinks? Julian says
that there is “a certain shrewdness” to Florence’s ability to use
her interrogators’ methods against them. Do you agree with
his assessment? Does her adaptiveness make you see her as
self-serving or heroic?

6. To what degree do you see this as a novel about immigrants
versus a novel about Americans abroad? Was it surprising to
learn that many Americans, especially Jews, left the United
States during periods of economic and political hardship?
7. Before the war, it’s Leon who wants to stay in the U.S.S.R. and
Florence who wants to leave. What precipitates the reversal in
their views?
8. Why do you think Florence is unable to say the word
“America” when her son, Julian, urges her to immigrate with
the rest of the family? Do you agree with Julian’s assessment
that his mother is “a grade-A delusional narcissist”?
9. During Feffer and Mikhoels’s trip to America, Feffer thinks:
“The faces of the American Jews were hardly distinguishable
from those of Russian ones. Only their eyes were different. The
absence of fear in them alarmed him.” Why do you think Feffer is disturbed by the enthusiastic goodwill of the American
Jews? Describe Florence’s feelings about being a Jew in Russia.
Do you think her feelings change in Siberia? If so, how?
10. Julian is the Russian-born child of two American Jews. In
your opinion, is Julian more of a Soviet Jew or an American
one? How does his awareness of his parents’ lives complicate
his identity?
11. How does The Patriots affect the way you look at the
America-Russia relationship over the course of the twentieth
century, and today? How has the rivalry between the two
countries been mutually beneficial?
Excerpted from The Patriots by Sana Krasikov. All rights reserved. No
part of this discussion guide may be reproduced or reprinted without permission in writing from Penguin Random House.
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Fi c t i o n

safekeeping
JES S AM YN HO P E
A dazzling debut novel about love, loss, and the courage it takes to start over.
It’s 1994 and Adam, a drug addict from New York City, arrives at a kibbutz in Israel with a medieval
sapphire brooch. To redress a past crime, he must give the priceless heirloom to a woman his
grandfather loved when he was a Holocaust refugee on the kibbutz fifty years earlier. But first, he has
to track this mystery woman down—a task that proves more complicated than expected.

Fig Tree Books, LLC
2015
371 pp.

On the kibbutz Adam joins other lost souls: Ulya, the ambitious and beautiful Soviet émigrée; Farid,
the lovelorn Palestinian farmhand; Claudette, the French Canadian Catholic with OCD; Ofir, the Israeli
teenager wounded in a bus bombing; and Ziva, the old Socialist Zionist firebrand who founded the
kibbutz. Driven together by love, hostility, hope, and fear, their fates become forever entangled as they
each get one last shot at redemption.
In the middle of that fateful summer glows the magnificent brooch with its perilous history spanning
three continents and seven centuries. With insight and beauty, Safekeeping tackles that most human
of questions: How can we expect to find meaning and happiness when we know that nothing lasts?

discussion questions
1. Safekeeping features a diverse cast of characters, varied
not only in age, gender, religion, and ethnicity, but also in
their personal ambitions, strengths, and weaknesses. Does
anything unite them? Did you relate to some characters
more than others?
2. Set on a kibbutz, Safekeeping explores the tension
between personal identity and the experience of belonging
to a community. How else is this tension explored in the
novel? Do you experience this tension in your own life?
3. In literature an object can convey a theme or emotion.
What does the brooch represent in this story? The
pomegranate? Are there any other evocative objects in the
novel?
4. The title Safekeeping applies to more than the brooch.
What else in the novel needed, and perhaps failed, to be
kept safe? What do each of the characters want to protect?
5. Safekeeping highlights how people persevere despite
terrible loss. How do the different characters react to
hardship? Why is Adam less capable of coping than the
others, seeking escape in drugs and alcohol? Can he be
blamed for his weakness? What questions does the novel
raise about willpower?
6. All the characters are affected by the past—their own
memories and the consequences of history. How do the
characters differ in the ways they deal with the situations
history has given them? Can we decide how much of the
past we will allow to determine our future? Do you think
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what happened to your ancestors affects who you are
today?
7. What is redemption? Are all the characters in Safekeeping
seeking it? Do any of them achieve it? Is there a difference
between redemption and fulfillment?
8. Some of the characters are exiled from their homes;
others want to protect the home they have; others dream
of a better home elsewhere; and a few worry they no longer
belong to any place. What do we mean when we call a place
“home”? How much of a person’s sense of security and self
is tied to place? Is the concept of home important to you?
9. Most of the story takes place over the summer of 1994, a
precarious time for Israel. It was the beginning of Palestinian
suicide bombings but also the height of the Peace Process.
Elsewhere in the world the Iron Curtain had fallen, apartheid
was ending in South Africa, and the United States economy
was on an upswing. Many of the characters, especially
young Ofir, are optimistic about the next century, confident
it’s going to be so much better than the last one. How did
you feel when reading Ofir’s optimism? Did you relate or
find him naïve?
10. How did the ending of the novel make you feel? Did it
end the way you expected? Do you think it realistically could
have ended otherwise for any of the characters?
Courtesy of Fig Tree Books, LLC
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Fi c ti o n

second person singular
S AYED K A S HUA
From one of the most important contemporary voices to emerge from the Middle East comes a
gripping tale of love and betrayal, honesty and artifice, which asks whether it is possible to truly
reinvent ourselves, to shed our old skin and start anew.

Second Person Singular follows two men, a successful Arab criminal attorney and a social workerturned-artist, whose lives intersect under the most curious of circumstances. The lawyer has a thriving
practice in the Jewish part of Jerusalem, a large house, a Mercedes, speaks both Arabic and Hebrew,
and is in love with his wife and two young children. In an effort to uphold his image as a sophisticated
Israeli Arab, he often makes weekly visits to a local bookstore to pick up popular novels. On one
fateful evening, he decides to buy a used copy of Tolstoy’s The Kreutzer Sonata, a book his wife
once recommended. To his surprise, inside he finds a small white note, a love letter, in Arabic, in her
handwriting. I waited for you, but you didn’t come. I hope everything’s all right. I wanted to thank
you for last night. It was wonderful. Call me tomorrow? Consumed with suspicion and jealousy, the
lawyer slips into a blind rage over the presumed betrayal. He first considers murder, revenge, then
divorce, but when the initial sting of humiliation and hurt dissipates, he decides to hunt for the book’s
previous owner—a man named Yonatan, a man who is not easy to track down, whose identity is more
complex than imagined, and whose life is more closely aligned with his own than expected. In the
process of dredging up old ghosts and secrets, the lawyer tears the string that holds all of their lives
together.

Grove Press
2013 (pbk)

352 pp.

A Palestinian who writes in Hebrew, Sayed Kashua defies classification and breaks through cultural
barriers. He communicates, with enormous emotional power and a keen sense of the absurd, the
particular alienation and the psychic costs of people struggling to straddle two worlds. Second Person
Singular is a deliciously complex psychological mystery and a searing dissection of the individuals
that comprise a divided society.

discussion questions
1. Begin your discussion of Second Person Singular by
considering how contemporary Jerusalem affects and
shapes the characters’ lives. Does the city—with its distinct
neighborhoods and its rich mix of people from different
ethnic and religious backgrounds—ultimately liberate or
entrap its inhabitants?
2. This novel sharply observes the role of identity in human
lives and relationships. Discuss how Kashua questions what
identity means, how identity is formed and measured, and
whether or not it’s possible to change identity.
3. Consider the dichotomy central to the lives of the novel’s
Arab Israeli characters: their insistence on the importance of
their past, combined with a desire to fit into modern Israeli
society, without being defined by their cultural heritage.
Does Kashua sympathize with their position? How does
the phrase “immigrants in their own land” apply to this
discussion? (p. 10)

4. The nameless narrator appears to live an enviable life as a
big-shot lawyer with an attractive wife, two children, a large
house, and a foreign car. Whom does he attempt to impress
with this lifestyle, and to what extent has he succeeded?
Does his lifestyle match the reality he aims to project?
5. Consider his thoughts about his children’s schooling: “All
of a sudden the lawyer started to feel that they were sending
their children like spies into the heart of a foreign culture” (p.
40). What future does he imagine for his children? What are
his hopes for them?
6. Read the paragraphs (p. 49-53) in which the lawyer finds
the love note written by his wife between the pages of The
Kreutzer Sonata, and discuss his reactions to her supposed
infidelity. What does his incensed inner monologue reveal
to the reader? Is he surprised by the emotions and reactions
that reside in him? What do they suggest about his identity?
continued
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7. Discuss the book’s title—why did the author choose it?
How might it fit the theme of identity? Why is the novel partly written in the third person, and partly in the first person?
Why do the narrators remain unnamed?
8. Find examples of Kashua’s sense of humor throughout the
narrative, and his portrayal of absurdity in domestic situations. How does humor help him to navigate his novel’s serious subject matter?
9. Discuss the loneliness and dislocation experienced by
Amir, the social worker, as he transitions from student life
to professional life, and moves out of his dorm and into the
world. Why does he choose to stay in Jerusalem despite its
hardships, instead of returning to his home village? Why
does he refuse to claim his father’s land from his relatives?
What is he searching for, or moving away from?
10. Why does Amir resign from work? What does it reveal
about him?
11. Compare the excitement of Amir’s life as a student in Beit
Hanina with the carefully maintained artificiality of the lawyer’s life. What are the main differences between Amir and
the lawyer in the first half of the novel? How do they mirror
each other?

13. Find instances of the self-loathing that Amir feels about
his lack of sophistication and his lack of a Western education. Consider how this sense of failure impacts his relationship with Yonatan. At what point does Yonatan transform
from someone who instructs Amir through books, music,
and photography, to someone Amir can inhabit? Does Amir
make a conscious decision to take over Yonatan’s identity?
14. How does Amir’s action parallel the lawyer’s journey for
a new identity? Who ultimately changes more—Amir or the
lawyer?
15. Discuss the role of Ruchaleh, Yonatan’s mother, in the
novel. Discuss the complicated emotions she feels toward
her son, and the way these emotions manifest in her relationship with Amir. Was her attitude toward/treatment of
Amir surprising?
16. Consider the following statement about Ruchaleh: “She
had nothing but scorn for tradition, nationalism, religion,
roots, roots trips, and sentences like ‘He who has no past, has
no future’” (p. 290). Did Yonatan’s attempted suicide shape
these thoughts in any way? What would she have said to the
lawyer and his wife at their dinner discussion on nationalism
in education?

12. In the midst of Jerusalem’s hectic bustle, Yonatan lies in a
vegetative state, his promising life paused. As an Ashkenazi
Jewish Israeli, what does he represent to Amir? What are the
differences between Amir and Yonatan?
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17. The novel questions to what extent one can truly know
another person. Amir learns very little factual information
about Yonatan, and he does not press Ruchaleh for details—
thus forming a subjective image of his patient through his
possessions. How well does Amir know Yonatan? In attempting to uncover Yonatan’s story through his books and his music, how does Amir attempt to discover himself?

21. Talk about the function of photography in the novel—as
a means of making sense of the world, and of highlighting
perception. Amir hoped to “take the kind of sharp, detailed
pictures that revealed the entire world of the stranger on the
other end of the lens” (p. 197). Why is this ability
important to him?

18. For both the lawyer and Amir the social worker, the ultimate success is to slip between cultures, not to be singled
out as Arab. Is Kashua critical of this loss of nationalism? Or
is he a sympathetic observer? Would the other characters
agree with Ruchaleh’s observation that “Man was only smart
if he was able to shed his identity” (p. 290)?

22. “I can understand the desire to want to be judged for
who you are and what you’ve done and not your nationality or your ethnicity” (p. 215). Discuss the characters’ motives
throughout the novel in light of this statement. How far does
it explain their actions, their hopes, their desperate search for
a sense of belonging without feeling guilty? How far does it
oversimplify the complicated issue of straddling two worlds?

19. What does the lawyer’s sister mean when she states that
Leila is “not like us” (p. 144)? Why is that statement so appealing to the lawyer? Does the description of younger Leila
match that of married Leila? How has she changed? How
much has she been changed by the passage of time, and
how much as a consequence of her story being told through
the eyes of two different people?
20. Find examples of the lawyer’s inner conflict with his sense
of self. What do his shifting opinions and ideas indicate about
his character? Why is he “not willing to be the only joker in
the group” (p. 243)?

23. What does the future hold for the lawyer? Will his life
change because of the “love letter?” Will Amir become “free,
loose, full of dreams, able to think about love. Like those . . .
who felt no need to apologize for their existence, no need to
hide their identity” (p. 304)?
Questions courtesy of Grove Atlantic
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non-fiction
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No n - fic t i o n

a backpack, a bear, and
eight crates of vodka a memoir
LE V GOL IN KIN
A compelling story of two intertwined journeys: a Jewish refugee family fleeing persecution and a
young man seeking to reclaim a shattered past. In the twilight of the Cold War (the late 1980s), nineyear old Lev Golinkin and his family cross the Soviet border with only ten suitcases, $600, and the
vague promise of help awaiting in Vienna. Years later, Lev, now an American adult, sets out to retrace
his family’s long trek, locate the strangers who fought for his freedom, and in the process, gain a future by understanding his past.
Lev Golinkin’s memoir is the vivid, darkly comic, and poignant story of a young boy in the confusing
and often chilling final decade of the Soviet Union. It’s also the story of Lev Golinkin, the American
man who finally confronts his buried past by returning to Austria and Eastern Europe to track down
the strangers who made his escape possible . . . and say thank you. Written with biting, acerbic wit
and emotional honesty in the vein of Gary Shteyngart, Jonathan Safran Foer, and David Bezmozgis,
Golinkin’s search for personal identity set against the relentless currents of history is more than a
memoir—it’s a portrait of a lost era. This is a thrilling tale of escape and survival, a deeply personal
look at the life of a Jewish child caught in the last gasp of the Soviet Union, and a provocative investigation into the power of hatred and the search for belonging. Lev Golinkin achieves an amazing
feat—and it marks the debut of a fiercely intelligent, defiant, and unforgettable new voice.

Anchor Books
2015
320 pp.

discussion questions
1. What does the title of the book represent? In an interview
with the Lafayette Journal & Courier, Lev Golinkin explains:
“My editor and I went with the title because it represents
that state of drifting and being off the grid, having almost
nothing but what you carry in your head.” How is this theme
present in the book?
2. How did the time the Golinkin family spent in Vienna
impact their immigration experience? Would it have been
vastly different if they had been able to travel straight to the
US? Why did Peter, the baron-forester, help the Golinkins in
Austria?
3. Do you think the Golinkin family’s experience would have
been vastly different if they had first settled in an urban,
more immigrant dense community? How did their time in
West Lafayette, Indiana affect them?
4. “Dignity, family, social status, or blood, one way or another, every immigrant pays the admission price to America,
and the older they are, the steeper the fare.” (p. 217) How
did the different members of the Golinkin family experience
immigration and assimilation differently?
5. “Zhid was an ugly word with an ugly meaning. In English
the best translation is kike, but that doesn’t do it justice, for

kike is rarely used nowadays in America, whereas zhid
was heard all around Russia. It meant more than a nasty Jew;
it was the term of an epidemic, a sinister cancer many Russians felt was ravaging their country . . . Crush the Jews, Save
Russia was a common slogan scribbled in the alleyways of
Kharkov.” (p. 28) How does the word zhid hold power over
Lev? How did he overcome his feelings of
being a zhid?
6. While still in the USSR, why do you think Lev’s father went
to such great lengths, and risks, to eat matzah on Passover?
Why then did the Golinkin family reject both their Jewish
religion and their Jewish ethnicity once they were safe in
the United States? Did reading the book give you a better
understanding of this tendency among many Jews from the
former Soviet Union?
7. What does Lev’s college professor tell him just before
graduation? Why did his words have such an impact on Lev?
Do you think Lev would have been willing and ready to
hear this advice if he hadn’t had his experiences with Habitat
for Humanity and other service trips through Boston College?
8. Why was it so important to Lev to find Madame Eva? Why
was the jacket so significant to him? What did it symbolize?
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9. Golinkin’s memoir tells two stories. The first follows the
family’s 1989 emigration and the second takes place years
later as a now-grown Golinkin returns to Europe to make
peace with his past. Was one part more successful than the
other? Is Golinkin’s narrative structure successful at connecting these two parts?
10. Do you view Golinkin’s journey as a success? Are you optimistic about his future?
11. Gal Beckerman writes in his Wall Street Journal review
that Golinkin describes “the emotional truths of immigration.” What are these emotional truths? Which ones stood
out for you?
12. How do you think some of the issues covered in the book
impact how we understand today’s headlines, particularly
about the current conflict in the Ukraine, the Syrian
refugee problem, and US immigration policy and border
control?
Questions courtesy of Rachel Kamin,
Director, The Joseph and Mae Gray Cultural & Learning Center
at North Suburban Synagogue Beth El (Highland Park, IL)
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N o n - f i c ti o n

casting lots

creating a family in a beautiful, broken world
S U S A N S ILV ER MA N
Susan Silverman grew up with parents who were, both before and after a devastating loss, atheists.
Yet, as a young adult, she shocked everyone who knew her (“But you were elected Class Flirt in high
school!”) and became a rabbi. What was not surprising, however, was that she built her own big, unwieldy family through both birth and adoption, something she had intended from childhood.
With three daughters and two sons (“We produce girls and import boys”), this unique family becomes
a metaphor for the world’s contradictions and complexities—a microcosm of the tragedy and joy,
hope and despair, cruelty and compassion, predictability and absurdity of this world we all live in.
A meditation on identity, faith, and belonging—one that’s as funny as it is moving—Casting Lots
will resonate with anyone who has struggled to find their place in the world and to understand the
significance of that place.
Da Capo Press
2016
256 pp.

discussion questions
1. Making Our Way through God’s Beautiful, Broken World
Susan experienced loss, the tenuousness of life and the
brokenness of the world through the death of her brother,
the uprootedness of a foster child, her parents’ divorce, and
the immense loss suffered by children and birth parents
inherent to adoption.
She dealt with that loss through a variety of means,
including: Bargaining - Denial-Acceptance – Opportunity –
Desperation – Fear -Spiritual/Traditional Context
•
Which ones strike you as mature? Immature?
Empowering?
•
What models resonate with you – for better or worse?
•
Do you recognize any of these ways of deal with loss
from your life of from the lives of people you know?
What did you learn from it?
•
How is adoption a microcosm of the beauty and
brokenness?
2. Destiny
In adopting Adar, Susan sensed that her destined son was
out there and she needed to chart a course to him. But
when she adopted Zamir, she took the spiritual tools of her
life and let them lead where they may, to any child who may
be found.
•
Do you believe in destiny? What does that mean?
•
Does the role of destiny help shape your experience of
God?

Metaphors/Paradigms
•
Do any of these speak to the way you experience your
own identity?
•
How might they strengthen – or undermine – each
other?
Susan and Yosef did not hold an Orthodox conversion for
their sons.
•
What would you have done?
•
What are the advantages and disadvantages involved?
4. Relationship with God, History and Tradition
Susan’s relationship with God deepened over time while
becoming less literal.
•
Is that a paradox?
•
Is tradition undermined or enriched by seeing it a
constellation of stories, rituals and values – but not fact
or history?
Susan believes that “knowing” God is a form of idolatry
because holding God’s image, or even God’s will, in your
mind is as literal as holding God in your hands.
•
Is that counter to religion as you understand it?
•
What might happen to the world if we started looking at
our religions as metaphors, rituals and values to orient
ourselves in an unknowable world and not as “true”?

continued

3. Who is a Jew? Or: What is a Jew?
The book presents a selection of possibilities of what it
means to be a Jew including:
Bloodline - Conversion - Belief – Rituals – Community -
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5. Language and Names
Susan used Jewish stories, biblical and rabbinic, such as
Creation, the Binding of Isaac, Jacob’s wrestling, Exodus
from Egypt and standing at Sinai, Moses smashing the
tablets to provide a framework to derive meaning for her
family’s experience.
•
Do you use stories and myths in this way?
•
How important is it that they be (largely) drawn from a
particular tradition?
Growing up, the song “Help Me Rhonda” would sometimes
play in Susan’s head. She hoped to instill something with
more meaning for her kids to “hear” during tough times,
like “Kol HaOlam Kulo,” “the world is a very narrow bridge
and the important thing is to be unafraid”.
•
When things are difficult in your life, what do you
“hear”?
•
Does it make a difference if your “song” is part of a
larger framework and/or touches on something you
understand as an eternal truth?
Susan and Yosef gave their sons new names. Adar had the
name Daniel until he was nine-months-old and Zamir had
the name Kedir until he was over four-years-old.
•
Was this okay to do?
•
Was it unfair?
•
What purpose might it serve?
The last sentences of the book are a quote from Psalms:
“From the narrow place I call to God. God answers me from
the expanse.”
•
What does that ending mean to you?
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6. Memory and Empathy
One of the powerful experiences of family life is having
shared memories – even if those past experiences
impacted us differently. Orphans’ are not likely to have
anyone who share their early memories.
•
How do you imagine that affects the act of
remembering?
Susan wondered if knowing someone is essential to loving
them.
•
What do you think?
Susan wrote of her infant brother’s death when she was
two-years-old. She does not remember him in her mind,
but his death is in her bones.
•
Have you or someone you know had an experience
like that?
•
What h as the impact of that experience been?
7. Adoption
The heart of this story is adoption.
•
Throughout the book, how did you feel about
adoption?
•
Did you find yourself imagining the adoption
experience from various points of view (child, adoptive
parents, birth parents)?
•
Did your sense of and assumptions about adoption
change after reading Casting Lots?

Questions courtesy of Rabbi Susan Silverman and
Rabbi Avital Hochstein
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an island called home
RUTH BE H A R

N o n -f i c ti o n

returning to jewish cuba

Yiddish-speaking Jews thought Cuba was supposed to be a mere layover on the journey to the United
States when they arrived in the island country in the 1920s. They even called it “Hotel Cuba.” But then the
years passed, and the many Jews who came there from Turkey, Poland, and war-torn Europe stayed in
Cuba. The beloved island ceased to be a hotel, and Cuba eventually became “home.” But after Fidel Castro
came to power in 1959, the majority of the Jews opposed his communist regime and left in a mass exodus.
Though they remade their lives in the United States, they mourned the loss of the Jewish community they
had built on the island.
As a child of five, Ruth Behar was caught up in the Jewish exodus from Cuba. Growing up in the United
States, she wondered about the Jews who stayed behind. Who were they and why had they stayed? What
traces were left of the Jewish presence, of the cemeteries, synagogues, and Torahs? Who was taking care of
Rutgers University Press
this legacy? What Jewish memories had managed to survive the years of revolutionary atheism?
2009 (pbk)

320 pp.

An Island Called Home is the story of Behar’s journey back to the island to find answers to these questions.
Unlike the exotic image projected by the American media, Behar uncovers a side of Cuban Jews that is
poignant and personal. Her moving vignettes of the individuals she meets are coupled with the sensitive
photographs of Havana-based photographer Humberto Mayol, who traveled with her.
Together, Behar’s poetic and compassionate prose and Mayol’s shadowy and riveting photographs create
an unforgettable portrait of a community that many have seen though few have understood. This book is
the first to show both the vitality and the heartbreak that lie behind the project of keeping alive the flame
of Jewish memory in Cuba.

discussion questions
1. Ruth Behar notes at the beginning of her book that her
grandmother Esther used to ask her before every trip, “What
did you lose in Cuba?” How does Ruth answer that question in
her book? What did she lose in Cuba? What did she regain by
returning to her birthplace?
2. What have you learned about the Jewish community of
Cuba from Ruth’s book? How has such a small group of Jews
managed to survive and thrive on the island? In what ways has
the community been affected by immigration to the United
States and the possibility of making aliyah to Israel?
3. Ruth listens to the stories of a myriad of Jews living in Cuba
and documents their efforts to safeguard Jewish memory in a
revolutionary society. Who do you feel are the most memorable
individuals in her account?
4. Ruth’s search for her roots in Cuba is both intense and
passionate. Has Ruth’s book made you think about the meaning
of home in a different way? How does her quest for home
compare and contrast with the return journeys of American
Jews who have gone to Poland and other locales searching for
their roots?
5. An Island Called Home defies clear-cut genre classification.
Mixing memoir, interviews, anthropological meditations, and
prose poems, Ruth creates another way of telling the story of
her journey. How does Ruth’s writing engage you as a reader?

6. While she might have told her story with words alone, Ruth
chooses to accompany her account with black-and-white
photographs by the Havana-based photographer Humberto
Mayol. How do Mayol’s photographs complement and enhance
the book? Which photographs did you find most compelling?
Most haunting?
7. It’s also possible to read An Island Called Home as travel
writing, or even as a story of a pilgrimage. Does this book make
you want to travel to Cuba? Has your curiosity about the history
and culture of Cuba been piqued by reading this book?
8. One of the provocative aspects of the book is the account
Ruth gives of the complex encounters that often take place
between Jews in Cuba and American Jewish visitors who go to
the island on religious missions. Did you feel that Ruth’s stories
of these encounters helped you to think more deeply about the
meaning of tzedakah and the role of Jewish philanthropy? What
new understandings have you gained about the relationship
between privileged and less-privileged Jews?
9. In what ways do Ruth’s multiple identities as an immigrant
and a traveler, a Cuban, a Jew, and an American, and as a
woman, an anthropologist, and a poet, inform her vision of her
life and her work?
10. What did you find most inspiring in Ruth’s story? What are
the most valuable lessons you have taken away from this book?
Questions courtesy of Ruth Behar
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No n - f ic tion

the lost
a search for six of six million
DA NIEL M END ELS O HN
In this rich and riveting narrative, a writer’s search for the truth behind his family’s tragic past in World
War II becomes a remarkably original epic—part memoir, part reportage, part mystery, and part
scholarly detective work—that brilliantly explores the nature of time and memory, family and history.

HarperCollins
2013 (pbk)
644 pp.

The Lost begins as the story of a boy who grew up in a family haunted by the disappearance of
six relatives during the Holocaust—an unmentionable subject that gripped his imagination from
earliest childhood. Decades later, spurred by the discovery of a cache of desperate letters written to
his grandfather in 1939 and tantalized by fragmentary tales of a terrible betrayal, Daniel Mendelsohn
sets out to find the remaining eyewitnesses to his relatives’ fates. That quest eventually takes him to a
dozen countries on four continents, and forces him to confront the wrenching discrepancies between
the histories we live and the stories we tell. And it leads him, finally, back to the small Ukrainian town
where his family’s story began, and where the solution to a decades-old mystery awaits him.
Deftly moving between past and present, interweaving a world-wandering odyssey with childhood
memories of a now-lost generation of immigrant Jews and provocative ruminations on biblical texts
and Jewish history, The Lost transforms the story of one family into a profound, morally searching
meditation on our fragile hold on the past. Deeply personal, grippingly suspenseful, and beautifully
written, this literary tour de force illuminates all that is lost, and found, in the passage of time.

JBC Book Clubs discussion questions
l. How do you think the quote “One death is a tragedy, a
million is a statistic” shapes The Lost? Do you think the book
proves or disproves the quote?
2. How did the biblical structure of the narrative, the section
headings, and the essays on the Torah portions effect your
reading?
3. When Daniel is interviewing Jack Greene he writes that
“We are, each of us, myopic; always at the center of our own
stories” (p. 147). Do you think that’s true? How does that
resonate for you as a reader of someone else’s story? What
does that mean coming from a man in the midst of a several
year journey across many continents in search of someone
else’s (albeit, part of his own family) story?
4. In discussing his perspective on the Holocaust and his
teacher and traveling companion, Froma’s, Mendelsohn
writes, “Whereas for me, as we know, it was a family affair,
something much smaller. I wanted to know what happened
to Uncle Shmiel and the others; she wanted to know what
happened to everybody...she still hungers for information
that will help her formulate answers to still larger questions:
how it happened and... why it happened” (p. 284). How do
these views differ? Can the larger view be seen through the
more personal, smaller lens? Which view do you think this
book encompasses?
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5. Over the course of the book, the author learns of a savior
of his family members and of a betrayer. He writes that the
saviors were as “inexplicable and mysterious” as the betrayers
(p. 490). Do you agree with this? Do you find one or the other
easier to understand or empathize with?
6. The theme of looking back comes up many times
throughout the book. In Mendelsohn’s commentary on Lot’s
wife, he writes, “regret for what we have lost, for the pasts we
have to abandon, often poisons any attempt to make a new
life.” And that those who look “back at what has been, rather
than forward into the future... knew not only a pain but a
narcotic pleasure, too: a mournful contemplation so flawless
so crystalline, that it can, in the end, immobilize you.” In light
of that, what do you think Daniel’s search overall? What about
the last few paragraphs of the book?
Questions courtesy of Jewish Book Council
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the lost book of moses
the hunt for the world’s oldest bible
C HA NA N T IGAY
A gripping account of one man’s quest to find the oldest Bible in the world and solve the riddle of the
brilliant, doomed antiquities dealer accused of forging it.

Ecco
2017 (pbk)

In the summer of 1883, Moses Wilhelm Shapira—archaeological treasure hunter, inveterate social
climber, and denizen of Jerusalem’s bustling marketplace—arrived unannounced in London claiming
to have discovered the world’s oldest Bible scroll. Written centuries earlier in the barren plains east
of the Dead Sea and stashed away in caves, the mysterious scrolls called into question the divine
authorship of the scriptures, taking three thousand years of religious faith and turning them upside
down. When news of the discovery leaked to the excited English press, Shapira became a household
name. But before the British Museum could acquire them, Shapira’s nemesis, French archaeologist
Charles Clermont-Ganneau, denounced his find as a fraud. Humiliated, Shapira fled the country. Six
months later he was dead.
304 pp.

With the discovery of the eerily similar Dead Sea Scrolls in 1947, investigators reopened the case,
wondering whether the ill-fated merchant had, in fact, discovered the first Dead Sea Scroll, decades
before the rest. But by then Shapira’s scrolls had vanished.
Tigay, award-winning journalist and son of a renowned Bible scholar, set out to find the scrolls and
determine Shapira’s guilt or innocence for himself. The globetrotting hunt that follows vibrates with
the suspense of a classic detective tale. Weaving meticulous research into fast-paced storytelling, Tigay
spins a remarkable tale of history and theology; intrigue and scandal; greed, ambition, and the struggle
for authenticity. With a brilliant eye for detail, Tigay takes us from restricted storerooms at the Louvre
to musty English attics to a flooded Jordanian gorge—and to the German countryside where he meets
Shapira’s aggrieved descendants.
At once historical drama and modern-day mystery, The Lost Book of Moses brings to life 19th century
London and Jerusalem and a cast of rogues, reverends, and relic hunters at whose center sits Moses
Wilhelm Shapira, a flamboyant, ingenious, and ultimately tragic personality.

discussion questions
1. When Moses Wilhelm Shapira turned up at the British
Museum in the Summer of 1883, England was in the midst of
a Bible craze. This accounted in part for the frenzied reception
Shapira and his manuscript received. The Bible is as popular
today as ever—in fact, it’s the most stolen book in the United
States. What kind of reception would Shapira receive today if
he showed up at one of the world’s great museums, claiming
to possess the first Dead Sea Scroll?
2. Tigay’s search for Shapira’s scrolls took him to Eight
countries on four continents over the course of some five
years. He writes that “a quick look at my latest bank statement
would have made clear that an international hunt for ancient
Bible scrolls was a very bad idea.” What drove him to continue
searching, even as the odds of a discovery seemed to
diminish with each passing year?
3. Had Tigay discovered that Shapira’s scrolls were authentic,

how would that have impacted your view of the Torah, its
history and its meaning?
4. Literary critics speak of “likeable” and “unlikeable”
characters. Was Shapira likeable or unlikeable? And what
of Tigay, our narrator? Finally, does it matter if you “like” the
characters at the heart of a book?
5. Tigay begins the story with Shapira’s tragic death. How did
knowing right off the bat that he died—and how he died—
impact the way you interpreted the rest of the story as it
unfolded?
6. The Lost Book of Moses is told in alternating sections—
one historical, and one set in the present day. Which of these
sections did you find more compelling—Shapira’s story, or
Tigay’s hunt for the truth about the missing scrolls? And why?
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9. We live in an era of “real” news and “fake” news. The role of the
press has, in recent months, become a focus of public discourse.
What role did the press play in the Shapira affair? Did reporters
and editorialists do their jobs?
10. A Jew by birth, Shapira converted to Christianity as a
young man. How did his conversion impact the way Jews and
Christians reacted to him? Also: though he considered himself a
Christian, anti-Semitism affected Shapira’s life. How?
11. At the end of the book, Tigay says that after all the

Tigay is a “serious scholarly sleuth who doesn’t take himself
too seriously.” How did Tigay’s use of humor and a sense of fun
impact the story he told?
13. If Shapira had lived into old age, what would he have done
with the rest of his life?
14. Did Shapira forge his famous Deuteronomy manuscript?
Questions courtesy of Chanan Tigay

searching, he felt he came to know “Shapira the man.” What
do you think he means by this? And how would you describe
“Shapira the man?”
12. The Wall Street Journal said of The Lost Book of Moses: “At
once a mystery and a historical yarn, Mr. Tigay’s book is also
a reminder that humor and a real sense of fun can enliven a
serious piece of work.” The Christian Science Monitor said that
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through the door of life
a jewish journey between genders

JOY LA D IN
Professor Jay Ladin made headlines around the world when, after years of teaching literature at
Yeshiva University, he returned to the Orthodox Jewish campus as a woman—Joy Ladin. In Through
the Door of Life, Joy Ladin takes readers inside her transition as she changed genders and, in the
process, created a new self.
With unsparing honesty and surprising humor, Ladin wrestles with both the practical problems
of gender transition and the larger moral, spiritual, and philosophical questions that arise. Ladin
recounts her struggle to reconcile the pain she experienced living as the “wrong” gender with the
pain of her children in losing the father they love. We eavesdrop on her lifelong conversations with
the God whom she sees both as the source of her agony and as her hope for transcending it. We look
over her shoulder as she learns to walk and talk as a woman after forty-plus years of walking and
talking as a man. We stare with her into the mirror as she asks herself how the new self she is creating
will ever become real.

Univ. of Wisconsin Press
2013 (pbk)
270 pp.

Ladin’s poignant memoir takes us from the death of living as the man she knew she wasn’t, to the
shattering of family and career that accompanied her transition, to the new self, relationships, and
love she finds when she opens the door of life.

JBC Book Clubs discussion questions
1. Discuss the differences between sympathy and empathy.
How did sympathy and empathy play into your experience
of reading this book? Is it different with this book than your
experience as a reader in general? Which do you feel had
more of an impact on you? Do sympathy and empathy bring
about different emotional outcomes in connecting to a
book? Do you think one was more prevalent for you in reading Ladin’s memoir?
2. If you were one of the friends that Jay reached out to,
what would your advice to him have been?
3. Joy looks to a well-known quotation of Rabbi Hillel’s that
is found in the first chapter of Pirke Avot: “If I am not for myself, who will be? If I am for myself alone, what am I? And
if not now, when?” (p.15). What do you think it means to
be for one’s self? What is the process of “becoming” one’s
self? Do you think Hillel’s quote provides guidance on how
one should behave? How does Joy’s decision to transition
locate itself in this quote? Do you think Ladin had a choice
to make?
4. Ladin writes of the idea that she “rejects distinctions that
are the basis of traditional morality,” that her transition
means that there “are no absolute distinctions and thus no
basis for moral judgment” (p. 13). What do you think of this?

6. Do you agree that “we become who we are by making
choices that expose our unruly selves to the world” (p. 102)?
Are impulses our true nature? Is denying an impulse a suppression of self? If so, does that mean that careful decision
making creates a persona, rather than a real self?
7. The perception of others, particularly strangers, becomes
very significant to Ladin as she transitions. Why do you think
that is? How does an outward appearance affect who someone is? If transitioning is about becoming one’s self, how
and why does the outside world play into that?
8. How does the story of Jacob and Esau apply to Ladin’s life?
9. What does it mean to choose the door of life?
10. At the end of the book, Joy explains to her daughter that
she didn’t transition to be happy, she chose to do so to be
alive (p. 253). What do you think she means by this? What do
you think the difference is between being alive and being
happy?

Questions courtesy of Jewish Book Council

5. Do you think this memoir is redemptive? Cathartic? Uplifiting despite the struggles or, perhaps, because of them?
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about us

JBC Book Clubs, the book club division of the Jewish Book Council, has all of the resources that a book
club needs, at the click of a finger. With a dedicated staff person available to answer questions and
tailor book/author selections to your book club’s needs, JBC Book Clubs is a one-stop-shop to build
and enhance a book club’s conversations!
Through book clubs, the ideas and questions of literature come off the page and into living rooms,
connecting people to each other, to authors, and to an exploration of Jewish identity and community.
JBC Book Clubs offers:
book recommendations
discussion questions
in-depth reader’s guides
reviews
weekly book picks
video chat with authors through JBC Live Chat
special features from authors
assistance with starting a new book club
online discussions
an active Facebook group to share ideas and questions with other book club readers
Visit us at www.jewishbookcouncil.org/bookclub.
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Jewish Book Council
The Jewish Book Council, founded in 1940, is a not-for-profit organization that
promotes the reading, writing, publication and public awareness of books that
reflect the rich variety of the Jewish experience. It is the only organization in
the organized American Jewish community whose sole focus is the promotion
of Jewish literature. The goal of its many programs is to heighten awareness of
Jewish books, to facilitate connections to the ideas and conversations found in
and around books, and to raise the overall level of discourse and knowledge in the
Jewish community.
Operating informally since 1925, and formally since the early 1940s, the organization
facilitates over 1,100 author events across N. America annually, works with over
1,400 book clubs, produces a literary journal, and gives out several literary awards,
including the National Jewish Book Awards, now in its 67th year.

Jewish Book Council’s programs include:
National Jewish Book Awards
JBC Network Author Tours
Paper Brigade Literary Mag
Natan Book Award at Jewish Book Council
Jewish Book Month
Jewish Writers Seminars
Author Programs for National Conferences
Jewish Book Council Blog, the ProsenPeople
JBC Book Clubs
JBC Select: Forthcoming Books in Your Inbox
Unpacking the Book: Jewish Writers in Conversation
Daily New Reviews and Essays
Sami Rohr Prize for Jewish Literature and the Jewish Literary Institute
Book and Author Panel Events
And much more...
For more information, see www.jewishbookcouncil.org.
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Your #1 Summer
Reading Destination
The #1 New York Times Bestseller
Now in Paperback

“Powerful.”
— People

“Absolutely riveting....
Not only is it an emotionally inspiring story...
it is also historically informative.”
— Dr. Miriam Klein Kassenoff

“Tender, compelling...satisfying.”
— Jewish Book Council

Also available as
an audio or e-Book
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ISBN: 9781944995317 | $14.99 | Amberjack Publishing

"Intelligent, witty, and
filled with true feeling,
Second Acts is a
mediation on resilience,
second chances, and
the unfaltering strength
of women's friendships."
- Foreword Reviews

The interwoven tales of three lives unfold in the voices of Sarah, Miriam, and
Beth, whose friendship takes root in a college dorm in the late nineteensixties. At midlife, they find themselves re-examining choices and compromises
they have made over the years. Sustained by their abiding friendship, the three
women move to relinquish past regrets and make peace with present
circumstances in order to flourish in the second acts of their lives.
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“An important,
often harrowing,
and until now little known
story of the Holocaust.”
—Joseph Kanon,
author of Leaving Berlin

NOW IN
PAPERBACK!

Irena’s
Children
A True Story of Courage

Tilar J. Mazzeo

From the New York Times bestselling author of The Widow Clicquot comes
an extraordinary and gripping account of Irena Sendler—the “female Oskar
Schindler”—who took staggering risks to save 2,500 children from death and
deportation in Nazi-occupied Poland during World War II.
“Mazzeo chronicles a ray of hope in desperate times
in this compelling biography of a brave woman who refused to give up.”
—Kirkus Reviews
|
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/GalleryBooks |

@GalleryBooks | SimonandSchuster.com
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Ideal for book clubs and gifts!

Get 25% off
all books and curated collections
use code: JLBOOKS
Jewish Lives is a prizewinning series of interpretative biography designed
to illuminate the imprint of Jewish figures upon literature, religion,
philosophy, politics, cultural and economic life, and the arts and sciences.
Subjects are paired with authors to elicit lively, deeply informed books
that explore the range and depth of the Jewish experience from antiquity
to the present.
Jewish Lives is a partnership of Yale University Press and the
Leon D. Black Foundation.

www.JewishLives.org
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“Loigman’s debut is

SHATTERINGLY WONDERFUL.”
—Caroline Leavitt, author of Is This Tomorrow and Pictures of You

NAMED ONE OF...

BUZZFEED’S

14 Most Buzzed-About
Books of 2016

POPSUGAR’S
6 Books
You Should Read
Over Passover

ON SALE NOW

BROOKLYN, 1947

Tragedy threatens to destroy the bond between two women
who share a house, a family, and a secret.
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RAVE REVIEWS FOR THIS YEAR'S MOST
TALKED ABOUT HOLOCAUST BOOK.
"Shocking. Revelatory. Compelling. A truly authentic and riveting read. A
milestone in WWII and Holocaust history."

– Damien Lewis, author: The Nazi Hunters
"A harrowing, beautifully written and extremely well-researched account of a
little-known aspect of the Holocaust. Patricia Posner's ﬁne prose style grips
from page one, and the horror will stay with you long after you ﬁnish the book."

– Andrew Roberts, author: The Storm of War
"A very hair-raising, eye-opening,
breath-taking story of greed, corruption,
and pain . . . There are moments in the
book where you feel as if you are there
along with the SS ofﬁcers and their
prisoners."

– San Francisco Book Review
"Posner's book doubles as the
spellbinding story of Nazi Germany's
largest industrial conglomerate, I.G.
Farben . . . [and] a compelling side
story . . . of Nazi hunter Fritz Bauer."

– Dallas Morning News
"A gruesome story, eloquently
told."

– Kirkus Reviews
"A harrowing and important read."

– Jewish Renaissance
41
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Girl
My Childhood and the
Second World War
“What remains by the
book’s end isn’t the horror
of human evil but the good
of the human heart.”
—ForeWord Reviews
“One of the qualities
that makes this book so
remarkable is its author’s
honesty, her remembrance
of terrible things past
which, despite everything,
did not destroy her.”
—The Washington Times

After the Roundup

The Comprehensive
English-Yiddish Dictionary
“Designed to carry Yiddish into
the 21st century.”
—New York Times

Escape and Survival in Hitler’s France
“As few others manage, Joseph Weismann’s memoir
captures the tension between the great communal
torment and the unique personal repercussions of those
who endured the Holocaust. This is a boy’s story, except
that the boy is in hell, and faces it, and survives it.”
—Thomas Keneally, author of Schindler’s List

Dreams Deferred
A Concise Guide to the
Israeli-Palestinian Conflict
and the Movement to
Boycott Israel
“A rare blast of cogent
analysis, reliable
information, and just
good sense about an
issue desperately in
need of all three.”
—Eric Alterman, media
columnist, The Nation

iupress.indiana.edu
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Support Jewish Book Council in
Educating and Enriching the Jewish Community
Jewish Book Council is a non-for-profit organization
that relies on individuals and foundations in the
Jewish community dedicated to the reading,
writing, and publishing of Jewish literature.
We need your generosity now more than
ever in order to fulfill JBC’s mission of
enriching the connections readers
across our communities have
to Jewish life and identity.
To lend your support,
please visit us online at
www.jewishbookcouncil.org/support/
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