
Date: Wednesday, January 11, 2017, 7PM 
Hosts: Ilene and Steve Zier  
 

The Pious Ones: The World of Hasidim and Their Battles with 
  America by Joseph Berger 

 
As the population of ultra-Orthodox Jews in the 
United States increases to astonishing propor-
tions, veteran New York Times journalist Joseph 
Berger takes us inside the notoriously insular 
world of the Hasidim to explore their origins,  
beliefs, and struggles—and the social and political 
implications of their expanding presence in  
America. 
 

Though the Hasidic way of life was nearly extinguished in the Holo-
caust, today the Hasidim—“the pious ones”—have become one of 
the most prominent religious subcultures in America. In The Pious 
Ones, New York Times journalist Joseph Berger traces their origins in 
eighteenth-century Eastern Europe, illuminating their dynamics and 
core beliefs that remain so enigmatic to outsiders. He analyzes the 
Hasidim’s codified lifestyle, revealing its fascinating secrets, com-
plexities, and paradoxes, and provides a nuanced and insightful por-
trayal of how their all-encompassing faith dictates nearly every as-
pect of life—including work, education, food, sex, clothing, and so-
cial relations—sustaining a sense of connection and purpose in a 
changing world. 
 

From the intense sectarian politics to the conflicts that arise over 
housing, transportation, schooling, and gender roles, The Pious Ones 
also chronicles the ways in which the fabric of Hasidic daily life is 
threatened by exposure to the wider world and also by internal fis-
sures within its growing population. 
 

 
 

Date: Wednesday, February 8, 2017, 7PM 
Hosts: Linda and Alan Lippitt  
 

The Hilltop by Assaf Gavron, Steven Cohen translator 
 

On a rocky hilltop stands Ma’aleh Hermesh C, a 
fledgling outpost of Jewish settlers in the West 
Bank. According to government records it doesn’t 
exist; according to the military it must be defend-
ed. On this contested land, Othniel Assis—under 
the wary gaze of the Palestinians in the neighbor-
ing village—lives on his farm with his ever-
expanding family. As Othniel cheerfully manipu-
lates government agencies, more settlers arrive, 

and a hodge-podge of shipping containers and mobile homes takes 
root. 
 

One steadfast resident is Gabi Kupper, a former kibbutz dweller who 
savors the delicate routines of life on the settlement. When Gabi’s 
prodigal brother, Roni, arrives penniless on his doorstep with a bi-
zarre plan to sell the “artisanal” olive oil from the Palestinian village 
to Tel Aviv yuppies, Gabi worries his life won’t stay quiet for long. 
Then a nosy American journalist stumbles into Ma’aleh Hermesh C, 
and Gabi’s worst fears are confirmed. The settlement becomes the 
focus of an international diplomatic scandal, facing its greatest 
threat yet. 

Date: Wednesday, March 8, 2017, 7PM 
Hosts: Deborah and David Woodsfellow 
 

NOT IN GOD’S NAME : Confronting Religious Violence  
  by Jonathan Sacks 
2015 National Jewish Book Award Winner 

 

In this powerful and timely book, one of the 
most admired and authoritative religious lead-
ers of our time tackles the phenomenon of reli-
gious extremism and violence committed in the 
name of God. If religion is perceived as being 
part of the problem, Rabbi Sacks argues, then it 
must also form part of the solution. When reli-
gion becomes a zero-sum conceit—that is, my 
religion is the only right path to God, therefore 

your religion is by definition wrong—and individuals are motivat-
ed by what Rabbi Sacks calls “altruistic evil,” violence between 
peoples of different beliefs appears to be the only natural out-
come. 
 

But through an exploration of the roots of violence and its rela-
tionship to religion, and employing groundbreaking biblical analy-
sis and interpretation, Rabbi Sacks shows that religiously inspired 
violence has as its source misreadings of biblical texts at the heart 
of all three Abrahamic faiths. By looking anew at the book of Gen-
esis, with its foundational stories of Judaism, Christianity, and 
Islam, Rabbi Sacks offers a radical rereading of many of the Bible’s 
seminal stories of sibling rivalry: Cain and Abel, Isaac and Ishmael, 
Jacob and Esau, Joseph and his brothers, Rachel and Leah. 
 

“Abraham himself,” writes Rabbi Sacks, “sought to be a blessing 
to others regardless of their faith. That idea, ignored for many of 
the intervening centuries, remains the simplest definition of Abra-
hamic faith. It is not our task to conquer or convert the world or 
enforce uniformity of belief. It is our task to be a blessing to the 
world. The use of religion for political ends is not righteousness 
but idolatry . . . To invoke God to justify violence against the inno-
cent is not an act of sanctity but of sacrilege.” Here is an eloquent 
call for people of goodwill from all faiths and none to stand to-
gether, confront the religious extremism that threatens to destroy 
us, and declare: Not in God’s Name. 
 

Date: Wednesday, April 12, 2017, 7PM 
Hosts: Louise Meller and Jay Lukowski  
 

The Nazis Next Door: How America Became a Safe Haven  
  for Hitler's Men by Eric Lichtblau 
 

 

The shocking story of how America became one 
of the world’s safest postwar havens for Nazis. 
Thousands of Nazis — from concentration 
camp guards to high-level officers in the Third 
Reich — came to the United States after World 
War II and quietly settled into new lives. They 
had little trouble getting in. With scant scrutiny, 
many gained entry on their own as self-styled 
war "refugees," their pasts easily disguised and 

their war crimes soon forgotten. But some had help and protec-
tion from the U.S. government. The CIA, the FBI, and the military 
all put Hitler's minions to work as spies, intelligence assets, and 
leading scientists and engineers, whitewashing their histories. 

The Seven Good Years ... 
Like his father, he doesn’t gloss over the bad. Instead he approaches 
his woes with Keret’s particular blend of compassion and humor that 
makes them more understandable, more human. Keret’s wife is 
right—storytelling does, indeed, have the power to reinvent life. 

 
Date: Wednesday, November 9, 2016, 7PM 
Host: Sari Marmur  
 

Church of Spies: The Pope’s Secret War Against Hitler  
  by Mark Riebling 

 
The Vatican's silence in the face of Nazi atrocities 
remains one of the great controversies of our time. 
History has accused wartime pontiff Pius the 
Twelfth of complicity in the Holocaust and dubbed 
him "Hitler's Pope." But a key part of the story has 
remained untold. 
 

Pius ran the world's largest church, smallest state, 
and oldest spy service. Saintly but secretive, he 

skimmed from church charities to pay covert couriers, and surrepti-
tiously tape-recorded his meetings with top Nazis. When he learned 
of the Holocaust, Pius played his cards close to his chest. He sent 
birthday cards to Hitler--while plotting to overthrow him. Told with 
heart-pounding suspense, based on secret transcripts and unsealed 
files, Church of Spies throws open the Vatican's doors to reveal some 
of the most astonishing events in the history of the papacy. The re-
sult is an unprecedented book that will change perceptions of how 
the world's greatest moral institution met the greatest moral crisis in 

history. 
 

 
 

 

Date: Wednesday, December 14, 2016, 7PM 
Host: Congregation Or Hadash 
 

Captivity by György Spiró, Tim Wilkinson (Translator) 
 
A literary sensation in Hungary, György Spiró’s 
Captivity is both a highly sophisticated historical 
novel and a gripping page-turner. Set in the tumul-
tuous first century A.D., between the year of 
Christ’s death and the outbreak of the Jewish War, 
Captivity recounts the adventures of the feeble-
bodied, bookish Uri, a young Roman Jew. 
 

Frustrated with his hapless son, Uri’s father sends 
the young man to the Holy Land to regain the family’s prestige. In 
Jerusalem, Uri is imprisoned by Herod and meets two thieves and 
(perhaps) Jesus before their crucifixion. Later, in cosmopolitan Alex-
andria, he undergoes a scholarly and sexual awakening—but must 
also escape a pogrom. Returning to Rome at last, he finds an entirely 
unexpected inheritance. 
 

Equal parts Homeric epic, brilliantly researched Jewish history, and 
picaresque adventure, Captivity is a dramatic tale of family, fate, and 
fortitude. In its weak-yet-valiant hero, fans will be reminded of Rob-
ert Graves’ classics of Ancient Rome, I, Claudius and Claudius the 
God.  

 Date: Wednesday, September 14, 2016, 7PM 
Host: Cheryl Hecht  
 

The Ambassador by Yehuda Avner and Matt Rees 
  
The historical novel The Ambassador reflects on 
what might have transpired if the League of Na-
tions had declared Israel to be a state before the 
Holocaust ever commenced. As the story unfolds, 
word spreads that Palestine will be released from 
British control and partitioned. The creation of 
Israel is controversial—not even universally well 
received by Jews. The new state will, after all, be 
tiny and sure to be invaded by its neighbors. That 

David Ben-Gurion has plans to set up an Israeli embassy in Hitler’s 
Berlin only adds fuel to the fire. 
 

At the center of this tale is the newly formed embassy. It is the spring 
of 1938 and Dan Lavi has reluctantly agreed to become the first Israe-
li Ambassador to Germany. Despite his desire to remain in Jerusalem, 
he is of the opinion that it was the right decision for Israel to main-
tain formal diplomatic relations with Germany. He passionately be-
lieves that it is possible to use diplomacy to get as many Jews out of 
harm’s way and into Israel as possible, and he’s willing to work with 
anyone who can help him accomplish that goal. Not all of his country-
men are in agreement. For example, the goal of Lavi’s colleague 
Shmulik Shoham, the head of the newly formed Mossad, is no less 
than the assassination of Hitler. Dan and Shmulik are, of course, not 
alone in their philosophical struggles. The novel is populated by many 
historical and fictional characters whose experiences and personali-
ties lead them to have widely varying viewpoints on how to get to 
the end result they each desire. 
 

Date: Wednesday, October 19, 2016, 7PM 
  (Sukkot—Third Wednesday) 
Host: Jody Kassel  
 

The Seven Good Years: A Memoir by Etgar Keret 
 
 

Our life is one thing, and you always reinvent it to 
be something else more interesting,” Etgar Keret’s 
wife tells him in his memoir The Seven Good 
Years. “That’s what writers do, right?” 
 

Keret does have a prodigious talent for rein-
venting life on the page—or perhaps not so much 
reinventing life as honing in on its most interesting 
moments, cutting and splicing them into compul-
sively readable tales. Internationally known for his 

short fiction, graphic novels, and screenplays, the Israeli author 
makes his first foray into nonfiction with The Seven Good Years, a 
series of interlinked vignettes that span the years between the birth 
of his son and the death of his father. 
 

Remembering his father’s bedtime stories about postwar Italy, Keret 
realizes that they were meant to teach him “about the desire not to 
beautify reality but to persist in searching for an angle that would put 
ugliness in a better light and create affection and empathy for every 
wart and wrinkle on its scarred face.” Keret categorizes the seven 
years in his memoir as “good” even though they’re rife with mini-
disasters.  



The Marriage of Opposites... 
with her husband’s nephew, and her defiance and strength to be 
with the one she loves manages to supersede her community’s de-
sire for discretion and adherence to custom. Unfortunately, Rachel’s 
own feelings  do not allow her to be understanding of her children’s. 
Indeed, her belief that her love is special and unique—that she is 
special and unique—hinders her from being able to listen when her 
son Camille desires to become an artist. And her longing to run away 
from St. Thomas and move to Paris does not allow her to understand 
her own son’s need to escape as well. 
 
What the Marriage of Opposites clearly illustrates is how strength of 
character and the passage of time can allow for bending the rules set 
by society. Both Rachel and Camille inspire changes in their sur-
roundings: Rachel with the community she grew up in, and Camille 
with his mother. Both are headstrong and determined, and most 
importantly, convinced of their own correctness. They are both re-
acting against a disapproving figure in their lives, and manage to stay 
committed to their belief—one for love, the other for art. But it is 
inevitable as time itself—they seek to do the opposite of what their 
parents taught them, no matter how much, in the end, they end up 
following them to very similar fates. And if Alice Hoffman has one 
message to leave behind, it is that inevitably, the people and ghosts 
we are running from are who we eventually become. Set in the 
beautiful and vividly drawn island of St. Thomas, The Marriage of 
Opposites creates an intense world of political strife, familial an-
guish, and, of course, heartbreaking love that makes this clear: the 
world that one is presented with is never a clear reflection of reality. 
Everyone has secrets. 
 

Date: Wednesday, July 12, 2017, 7PM 
Host: Congregation Or Hadash 
 

Henna House by Nomi Eve 
  
“A touching coming-of-age story” (Publishers 
Weekly) in the tradition of Anita Diamant’s The Red 
Tent, about a young woman, her family, their com-
munity and the customs that bind them, from “a 
storyteller of uncommon energy and 
poise” (Michiko Kakutani, The New York Times). 
  
This vivid saga begins in Yemen in 1920. Adela Da-
mari’s parents’ health is failing as they desperately 

seek a future husband for their young daughter, who is in danger of 
becoming adopted by the local Muslim community if she is or-
phaned. With no likely marriage prospects, Adela’s situation looks 
dire—until she meets two cousins from faraway cities: a boy with 
whom she shares her most treasured secret, and a girl who introduc-
es her to the powerful rituals of henna. Ultimately, Adela’s life jour-
ney brings her old and new loves, her true calling, and a new life as 
she is transported to Israel as part of Operation On Wings of Eagles. 
  
Rich, evocative, and enthralling, Henna House is an intimate family 
portrait interwoven with the traditions of the Yemenite Jews and the 
history of the Holocaust and Israel. This sensuous tale of love, loss, 
betrayal, forgiveness—and the dyes that adorn the skin and pierce 
the heart—will captivate readers until the very last page. 
  

 — Or — 

The Nazis Next Door...  
For the first time, once-secret government records and interviews 
tell the full story not only of the Nazi scientists brought to America, 
but of the German spies and con men who followed them and lived 
for decades as ordinary citizens. Only years after their arrival did 
private sleuths and government prosecutors begin trying to identify 
the hidden Nazis. But even then, American intelligence agencies se-
cretly worked to protect a number of their prized spies from expo-
sure. Today, a few Nazis still remain on our soil. Investigative report-
er Eric Lichtblau, relying on a trove of newly discovered documents 
and scores of interviews with participants in this little-known chapter 
of postwar history, tells the shocking and shameful story of how 
America became a safe haven for Hitler's men. 
 

Date: Wednesday, May 10, 2017, 7PM 
Hosts: Elizabeth Appley and Sandy Epstein 
 

The Family: A Journey into the Heart of the 20th Century  
   by David Laskin 

  

In tracing the roots of this family—his own fami-
ly—Laskin captures the epic sweep of the twenti-
eth century. A modern-day scribe, Laskin honors 
the traditions, the lives, and the choices of his an-
cestors: revolutionaries and entrepreneurs, schol-
ars and farmers, tycoons and truck drivers. The 
Family is a deeply personal, dramatic, and emo-
tional account of people caught in a cataclysmic 
time in world history. 

 
A century and a half ago, a Torah scribe and his wife raised six chil-
dren in a yeshiva town at the western fringe of the Russian empire. 
Bound by their customs and ancient faith, the pious couple expected 
their sons and daughter to carry family traditions into future genera-
tions. But the social and political crises of our time decreed other-
wise. The torrent of history took the scribe’s family down three very 
different roads. One branch immigrated to America and founded the 
fabulously successful Maidenform Bra Company; another went to 
Palestine as pioneers and participated in the contentious birth of the 
state of Israel; the third branch remained in Europe and suffered the 
onslaught of the Nazi occupation. With cinematic power and beauty, 
bestselling author David Laskin brings to life the upheavals of the 
twentieth century through the story of one family, three continents, 
two world wars, and the rise and fall of nations. 
 

Date: Wednesday, June 14, 2017, 7PM 
Hosts: Sheila and Michael Dalmat 
 

The Marriage of Opposites by Alice Hoffman 
  

Review by Evie Saphire-Bernstein: Alice Hoffman’s 
new novel, The Marriage of Opposites, begins and 
ends as if in a dream. Telling the fictionalized life 
of Rachel Pissarro, the mother of the famous Im-
pressionist Camille Pissarro, the story unwinds 
slowly—beginning with Rachel in her youth, grow-
ing up in a strict Jewish community on the island 
of St. Thomas in the early 1800s. Rachel is a head-
strong girl who becomes a fierce woman and 

mother of eleven, initially forced into an arranged marriage at a very 
young age. But when her older husband dies, she soon falls in love  

The Secret Chord by Geraldine Brooks 
 
Review by Ranen Omer-Sherman: The entire arc 
of King David’s career, from shepherd to Lear-like 
decrepitude, is told through the prophet Natan. 
Mentioned in just a few enticing places in Scrip-
ture, Natan’s shadowy presence leaves a great 
deal to fill in. Brooks adds intricate layers to his 
sometimes melancholy perspective, employing 
the ingenious (and slyly anachronistic) device of 
the interviews he conducts with others, presuma-

bly at the behest of the king himself, who wishes a full and unspar-
ing chronicle of his life and kingship as a legacy. The result is a shift-
ing, multifaceted tapestry that captures both the enormity of Da-
vid’s crimes as well as his generosity and largeness of heart—
embellished by a potent line or two from Scripture cunningly insert-
ed here and there, to great effect.. Above all, The Secret Chord suc-
ceeds as a richly accomplished character study of all the people 
who love, hate, and fear David. The most haunting of these are the 
voices of women: Batsheva, Mikhal, and Avigail, among others. 
 
With all of palace intrigue, shifting alliances, reconciliations, and 
betrayals, The Secret Chord is also a genuine page-turner, sus-
penseful no matter how well one knows the source of this adapta-
tion. It is hard to single out just one example of how Brooks’ electri-
fying prose enlivens the original text, but one of the most memora-
ble portrayals depicts the relationship between David and Yonatan, 
King Saul’s son, as unabashedly erotic as it is soulful, a decision that 
will likely resonate with many readers and even hints at an underly-
ing cause for David’s ephemeral relations with the women of the 
story. 
 
There are also a few delightfully inventive bits such as Natan’s gen-
tle Merlin-like tutelage of the young Solomon. Where Brooks ad-
heres closely to the contours of scripture in most other instances, 
she always finds delightful ways to deepen and enliven the old sto-
ry, as her prophet narrator transcribes: “as sour as the gall ink in 
which I wrote.” Nor does she shy from the story’s most terrible epi-
sodes—the horrifying rape of Tamar by her half-brother, for in-
stance—and masterfully grappling with the social, economic, and 
military realities of the Second Iron Age. Brooks immerses herself in 
the antiquities of the Davidian period in Jerusalem as well as the 
Judean desert landscape, an effort that shines forth with brilliant 
results on every page. She renders the horrific brutality of biblical 
battles as viscerally as those in the Iliad with the same unsparing 
realism. 
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