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Introduction 

This book is divided into three sections. In the first, I offer some ideas 

that others might not have considered. One is what I believe are the most 

ancient words and sounds that still retain the same meaning they had 

millennia ago. The Hebrew name for Israel, Yisrael, is composed 

exclusively of four of these items and was probably assigned to Jacob 

and the later nation of Israel because of the meaning of these four items. 

Another is why siblings quarrel. My idea is that God did not want 

humans to be puppets. Therefore, first, God gave humans intelligence to 

make decisions. Second, God provided them with free choice, and the 

ability to make their own decisions. Third, my view is that God inserted 

in them an unconscious instinct to seek freedom and self-interest. 

Without it, children growing up in loving families would not want to 

move out, become all they can be, and help improve the world.  

The second section contains some of my recent informative book 

(and some movie) reviews. I chose fascinating books, many of which 

contain information most people do not know, and all of which have 

important ideas to teach us. An example is several Jewish wars that Jews 

lost because they could not get along with each other. It leads me to think 

that the worst antisemites are fellow Jews. A situation that is still 

prevalent today. 

The third section contains another informative essay. It is not a book 

review, but, like the book reviews in section two, it provides information 

about Kashrut laws that most people do not know. 
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Original Ideas 
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Chapter One       

The Most Ancient Words and Sounds 

I may have identified the oldest words and sounds that virtually all 

ancient people recognized. I base my idea on logic and common sense. 

The origin is most likely as early as when humans began developing 

language. The original words and sounds became part of all or most of 

the later languages that were created and still exist today in many 

cultures. I will describe my idea with simple examples, then continue 

suggesting other words and sounds that I think originated in ancient 

times and still exist today.  

One of the earliest, and likely the most significant, words is el. It was 

understood to indicate “power.” The ancients were interested in what 

they considered God and believed God was powerful, so they called God 

el. The term is still used today for God by Jews, as will be discussed 

shortly, and by Muslims in the word “Allah.” 

Jews, wanting to distinguish their God from other deities, also used 

the plural form of el, Elohim, which suggests “most powerful.”  

Probably near, or simultaneous with the use of el, the ancients 

considered the relationship between humans and God. They developed 

the use of “sr” to describe superior humans. These two letters were later 

used to describe the first of the four matriarchs, Sarah, Abraham’s wife. 

The English transliteration of her name has an A following the S. The A 

is the vowel sign that is not in the original Hebrew, Srh. Sarah was the 

most active, vocal, and strongest of the three who followed her.  
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Sr is still used today in many ways to indicate a person of distinction, 

such as in “sir,” “sire,” and may be why it is in “strong” and many other 

words.  

Both el and sr appear in the name Israel, indicating a relationship 

between God and the Jews and praising the two as significant. 

The two are not the only ancient words and sounds in Israel. There is 

also ra. In one of his books, Stephen King has one of his characters say, 

“Shit is not always shit.” He meant that the word can be used to indicate 

both something favorable and the opposite. It was as if a thief found a 

valuable diamond in the home he was robbing and said, “This is real 

shit.” The word ra in Hebrew means “bad,” while in Egypt it was the 

name of a god. In the name Israel, it also adds the idea of “powerful.” 

Then there is the Hebrew letter “yud” as the first letter of the Hebrew 

Yisrael, serving as bookmarks with the same purpose as the ending “el.” 

The “yud” found in the description of God, Y-H-V-H, indicates God, as 

does el. When Moses changed Joshua’s name by adding a yud, he was 

adding a reference to God.  

The Bible critics, who were in many instances challenging the Bible 

and Judaism for antisemitic reasons, changed the yud to a J in many 

names that began with a yud in Hebrew, such as Jerusalem, Judah, 

Joshua, and even the name Jesus, whose name was Yeshu or Yehoshua, 

without understanding what they were doing. 

Other ancient words and sounds still used today that are worth 

considering include the letter P. The sound of P may indicate an 

explosion of sound, and bring the idea of “power” and of something 
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significant to mind. Besides “power,” there are “principles,” “perfect,” 

“persuade,” “price,” and many others. 

Keeping in mind that these early words and sounds can also be used 

in the opposite sense, as in “shit is not always shit,” we have words like 

“part,” “piece,” “pill,” and “pace.” 

I do not know whether my idea is correct that some original words 

and sounds became part of all, or most, of the later languages created, 

and that they still exist today in many cultures. However, I think it is 

worth considering the possibility. 
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Chapter Two 

Why Do Siblings Quarrel? 

I think God or the Laws of Nature may have placed in humans an 

unconscious instinct to seek freedom and self-interest. Without it, 

children growing up in loving families would not want to move out, 

become all they can be, and help improve the world.  

Aristotle, Maimonides, and virtually all thinkers recognized that the 

intellect was placed in humans to be used in everything they do. Most 

thinkers, including most Jews, also acknowledge that God or nature 

gives humans free choice. People are not puppets of God or nature; they 

can decide what they will do. However, many individuals ignored these 

gifts and did not improve; they did not use their intelligence and made 

harmful life choices. 

I think another gift is a sense of self and independence that leads 

people to focus on their ability as separate individuals to make good 

choices that improve their lives. Without it, siblings would love each 

other without seeking their own advancement; the same goes for groups 

and nations. While this feeling of independence can, and should, help 

improve individuals and society, many people have misused it, as they 

did the other gifts from God or nature.  

Many people, as many nations, twisted the instinct for freedom and 

self-interest until it stood on its head, the opposite of what the gift 

intended. Instead of humane and rational improvement of themselves 

and society, they sought acquisitions and enrichment.



 

7 

 

PART TWO 

Recent Informative Book Reviews 
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Chapter Three 

An Eye-Opening Jewish History from 539–443 BCE 

Rabbanit Yael Leibowitz presents a fascinating interpretation of the 

biblical books of Ezra and Nehemiah, relevant today, in her easy-to-read 

2025 book, Ezra-Nehemiah: Retrograde Revolution. She writes that 

during the period of Ezra and Nehemiah, life was filled with 

disappointment, “but discontent and gratitude ... can coexist. The 

difficulties of the period are conceded, but the sorrow generated by those 

difficulties is not granted the power to drown out the joy of its triumphs. 

The community described in Ezra-Nehemiah savors the historic moments 

it is witness to, imperfect as they may be.” This is a lesson we need to 

learn. 

The title “rabbanit” is given to women rabbis. In this splendid, 

informative book, Rabbanit Yael Leibowitz shows that few male or 

female rabbis have the knowledge and understanding of biblical 

literature and secular scholarly works as she does, and can communicate 

them in intelligible English that increases the reader’s knowledge and 

enjoyment. Her book not only informs readers about the Bible, the 

history, and mindset of the times, but also about the effects of all of this 

then and today. Most of the 286 pages are composed with the primary 

text in the top half, with an abundance of intriguing, informative details 

in the notes below. 

The title in this book, Retrograde Revolution, means moving 

backwards or reverting to an earlier stage. This is one of the volume’s 

central themes. The only way that the ancient Judeans could improve was 
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by adopting the lessons of the past. This was what Ezra and Nehemiah 

emphasized. The past, especially Torah teachings, is a signpost that 

guides Judaism’s direction. It is the lesson we must not ignore. George 

Santayana wrote, “Those who cannot remember the past are condemned 

to repeat it,” a warning against forgetting history to avoid repeating 

mistakes.  

There is scholarly disagreement about virtually everything in the 

books of Ezra and Nehemiah. For example, there is no historical 

consensus on Ezra’s existence or mission due to a lack of extrabiblical 

evidence and conflicting scholarly interpretations. The dating of events 

is debated. Some scholars even doubt that Ezra existed, or that he was 

Jewish.1  

The books Ezra and Nehemiah were originally a single book, 

commonly distinguished in scholarship as Ezra-Nehemiah. The two 

became separated when the first printed Rabbinic Bibles appeared in the 

early 16th century, reflecting the late medieval Christian tradition. That 

Jews copied a Christian idea should surprise no one. An example of 

many others is the fact that it was Christians who divided the Bible into 

chapters, and Jews accepted the idea. While the division of Ezra and 

Nehemiah posed no problems, the division of the Bible into chapters 

makes some readers think the innovators were drunk in many instances. 

An example is the second chapter of the Bible, where the opening verses 

                                                            
1  Recently, I have included a lot of additional information in my reviews that are not in the 

author’s book. For example, regarding the Leibowitz book, I mentioned that some scholars 
suggest Ezra never existed, a view for which the Rabbanit and I do not agree. Her excellent 
book does not need this kind of information; it stands perfectly on its own. I added it because 
some readers might find what I said helpful. 



 

11 

 

speaking of the creation of the seventh day belong in chapter one, which 

describes the first period of creation. 

The books Ezra and Nehemiah are composed in Hebrew and 

Aramaic. They represent the final chapter in the historical narrative of 

the Hebrew Bible. Nehemiah is the last historical book of the Hebrew 

Bible. Although the book of Esther appears after Nehemiah in the canon, 

the events in Esther occurred during the period between Ezra chapters 6 

and 7, between the first and second returns of the people exiled to 

Babylon to Israel. The last prophet, Malachi, was a contemporary of 

Nehemiah. 

Nehemiah was a layman, not a priest like Ezra nor a prophet like 

Malachi. He served the Persian king in a secular capacity before leading 

a group of Jews to Jerusalem to rebuild its walls. His story shows that 

even people with little religious background can make a successful 

contribution to Judaism. 

The current single biblical book, Ezra, has eight chapters, and 

Nehemiah has thirteen. All twenty-three are challenging to understand, 

and scholars have different interpretations of the books. Rabbanit 

Leibowitz offers hers, and what she writes makes sense. 

As she sees it, the history of the time is as follows. In 539 BCE, Cyrus 

II (559–530 BCE) defeated the Babylonians, who had destroyed the first 

Jewish Temple in 586 BCE and brought many Judeans, living in Judea, 

later called Israel, into exile in Babylon. A year later, in 538, Cyrus 

allowed the Judeans to leave Babylon and return to Judea. Some Judeans 

returned in three waves, but the majority chose to remain. Cyrus was 

succeeded by Darius I (522–486).  
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That a sizable number of Judeans decided to remain in Babylon 

should surprise no one. The Judean exile to Babylon began with the 

destruction of Judea in 586 BCE. When Cyrus allowed them to return 

home to Judea in 538, the Judeans had been in Babylon for 48 years. 

They were a different generation from those who were exiled in 586. 

Most never lived in Judea. Even the older generation had little recall of 

Judea, which they had left as children.  

The Judean situation in 538 was similar to that of American Jews in 

1948 when Israel was reestablished. The Judeans were treated well and 

participated in cultural events like non-Judeans. They were not 

oppressed. Many, like Nehemiah, held high-level government positions. 

They had no good reason to leave a happy existence to return to a land 

that had been devastated in 586, was surrounded by enemies, and 

required much repair. 

There were three movements home, each with a leader or leaders, a 

mission, and opposition to the mission. Thus, the movement’s mission 

was only partially successful. The first return to Judea was led by three 

men and occurred around 538–515. They rebuilt the Temple complex 

between 520 and 515 and restored Temple ritual. The primary leader of 

the first return was Zerubbabel, a descendant of King David. Cyrus 

appointed him as the governor of Judah.  

The second group of returnees, under Ezra’s management, reinstated 

religious law and the study of Torah in the Judean community. Nehemiah 

led the third group, which constructed the city walls around Jerusalem. 
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While scholars debate the dates, Leibowitz offers 458–457 as the 

year when Ezra the Scribe arrived in Judea. She gives the later dates for 

Nehemiah’s governorship over Judea as 446–433.  

While the leaders Ezra and Nehemiah emphasized the need to learn 

from the past—one of the main themes of Leibowitz’s book—another 

theme in her book focuses on Nehemiah’s second return to Judea and 

finding that much of what he had worked so hard to accomplish no longer 

existed.  

Ever since the first human siblings existed, one of them, Cain, killed 

his brother Abel. This early biblical tale reflects the history of Judaism. 

Jews of the past and the present are unable to work together and live a 

joyful life because they often destroy one another. 

It was, and is as if people take three steps forward, then two steps 

back. As a result, the book of Nehemiah ends with disappointment.  

Rabbanit Leibowitz focuses on this and reveals an insight that will 

startle many readers. She shows that this discouraging ending is not 

unusual. Many biblical books close in disappointment, including each of 

the five books of Moses. She writes that this reflects human nature. The 

dance of three steps forward, then two steps back, is a typical pattern 

among people. It can, and does, discourage many people. But if we look 

to the lessons of the past, as Ezra and Nehemiah stressed, we will find 

that people will succeed despite failures. 

Thus, the books of Ezra and Nehemiah tell us an intriguing historical 

story and show that while the countries of Cyrus and Darius no longer 

exist, Israel does. It was due to the Jewish focus not only on the future 

but also on the lessons, actions, and failures of the past, and on the 
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realization that there are many elements in Judaism, including the Torah, 

that are blazing, even flashing signposts, indicating how life can be 

improved despite failures. 
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Chapter Four 

The Misunderstood Origin of Chanukah 

There are two non-biblical books about the Maccabean revolt against 

the Seleucid Empire in the 2nd century BCE. They differ in style and 

purpose. I Maccabees is more chronological and focuses on the military 

fight and initial victory. In contrast, II Maccabees addresses the 

religious aspects. It focuses on martyrdom, divine intervention, and the 

purification of the temple. Both show that there was more than a fight 

against the Seleucid Empire. It was also a Civil War—Jews against Jews, 

Cains against Abels. 

The war that led to the holiday of Chanukah was a civil war that 

began in 167 BCE when a Jewish priest, Mattathias, refused to offer a 

sacrifice to the Greek gods as demanded by the Seleucid king, Antiochus 

IV Epiphanes. Many other Jews agreed to perform the service. 

Mattathias killed the royal official and a Hellenized Jew, and then fled 

with his five sons into the wilderness, sparking the uprising. 

In 165 BCE, after successful guerrilla warfare, the Maccabees, led 

by Mattathias’s son Judah, defeated the Seleucid forces and entered 

Jerusalem. The Temple was cleansed and rededicated in 164, and 

Chanukah, a word meaning dedication, was celebrated on the 25th of the 

Jewish month Kislev to commemorate the event. 

The main phase of the revolt ended in 160 when Judah died in battle. 

The Seleucids regained control of Jerusalem for a time, but Judah’s 

brothers continued the resistance. In 141, the Seleucid Empire exempted 

Judea from taxation and recognized its independence under the 
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leadership of Simon, a brother of Judah, who established the Hasmonean 

dynasty.2 

The family of Mattathias became known as the Maccabees, from the 

Hebrew word for “hammer,” because they were said to strike blows like 

hammers against their enemies. The name Hasmoneans refers to the 

dynasty founded by the Maccabees. The origin of the name is 

traditionally linked to an ancestor of the family named Hasmon. 

The story that we are taught in schools is misleading. It is a sanitized 

narrative, one depicting mere religious freedom in triumph over overt 

oppression. The narrative covers the deeds of the Maccabean warriors: 

the defeat of the Seleucid Empire, the reclamation of the Temple, and 

the miraculous oil that burned for eight days. The addition of the miracle 

is not in the description of the events written near when they occurred in 

the book of Maccabees. It is a tale first told centuries after the event to 

give the victory a religious significance. It also overlooks the fact that 

not all Judeans supported the Hasmoneans before, during, and after the 

revolt. 

According to the books of 1 and 2 Maccabees, the eight-day festival 

of Chanukah commemorates the rededication of the Temple in Jerusalem 

after the Maccabees recaptured it from the Greeks in 164 BCE. The 

festival is described as a joyful, eight-day celebration that includes 

building a new altar, lighting the menorah, and offering sacrifices. The 

                                                            
2  This essay was composed by my youngest 24-year-old grandson, Nolan Drazin, who is in 

Law School studying to be a lawyer like his father, my son Stephen. He is as bright as his 
dad. His sister, Brynne, is also brilliant. She moved to Israel from America at age 20, became 
an Israeli citizen, and is now serving in the Israeli army alongside her Israeli cousins, my 
other grandchildren, and their spouses. Her weapon is a massive machine gun. I added 
material and made changes to align with one of this book’s themes. 
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eight days were declared to be observed annually, beginning on the 25th 

day of Kislev. Why eight days? The Maccabees chose eight days to recall 

the festival of Sukkot (Feast of Tabernacles), which they had been unable 

to celebrate properly the year before. Judah decreed that this eight-day 

observance should be an annual festival to be honored by all the Jewish 

people.  

Although the story we were taught highlights universal themes such 

as the underdog’s victory, religious liberty, and divine intervention, it 

overlooks many significant events. The books of Maccabees reveal, in 

far greater complexity, the true nature of the Maccabean revolt. We find 

that Chanukah represents not only the victory over foreign oppression, 

but internal strife among Jews, the violent rejection of cultural 

assimilation, and religious reformation in favor of true Jewish identity. 

The Chanukah story that most people know focuses exclusively on 

the conflict between the Jews and the Seleucid Empire. Antiochus IV 

Epiphanes, the tyrannical leader of the Syrian-Greeks, banned Jewish 

practices such as circumcision, desecrated the Jewish temple with pagan 

symbols, and engaged in an ideological onslaught against Jewish 

teachings and identity.  

In response to the persecution, the Maccabees, led first by Mattathias, 

later by his son Judah, and still later by Judah’s brothers, first Jonathan 

and then Simon, engaged the Seleucids with guerrilla warfare tactics. 

This culminated in victory with Jerusalem’s liberation and the temple’s 

rededication in 164 BCE.  

Indeed, one cannot argue these facts of the narrative, for they are true. 

Judah led the glorious revolt that ended Judean vassal-statehood and led 
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to the formation of an independent Hasmonean Kingdom. However, this 

presentation obscures perhaps the most significant aspect of the situation 

as a whole, the civil war amongst the Jews themselves.  

By focusing almost entirely on the Jewish resistance to foreign 

dominion, this conventional tale reduces the complex religious and 

cultural conflict to a simple story of national liberation. While such 

means undoubtedly simplify the extraordinary breadth of the complexity 

at hand and further rally the people of Israel under one people, they 

inherently distort the true meaning of Chanukah and why we celebrate it 

in the first place. 

The books of I and II Maccabees provide insight into the true story 

of Chanukah. They confirm that conflagration began when: “certain 

renegades came out from Israel and misled many, saying ‘Let us go and 

make a covenant with the Gentiles around us, for since we separated 

from them many disasters have come upon us.’”  

The “renegades” were not Seleucid oppressors, but rather Jews. In 

the rise and expansion of the Seleucid Empire after the fall of Alexander 

the Great in 323 BCE, many Jews saw Hellenistic cultural influences as 

modernization programs—ideals to strive for by both Jews and non-

Jews. 

Adopting Hellenist practices—Hellenization—had been a gradual, 

albeit voluntary phenomenon in Judea. However, by the time of the I 

Maccabees, troubles arose. The true story began when Jason, brother of 

the High Priest Onias III, bribed the Seleucid King Antiochus IV to have 

his brother removed and himself installed in the office.  
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Upon attaining this rank of High Priest, Jason, according to I 

Maccabees, “at once shifted his countrymen over to the Greek way of 

life.” Such measures included the establishment of a gymnasium (a 

sporting, training, and pagan dual-use facility) in Jerusalem, the 

encouragement of Jewish involvement in Greek rituals and athletic 

proceedings, and even advocacy for the grotesque and sacrilegious 

procedure of reverse-circumcision.  

After three years in this role, Jason was eventually outbid by another 

upstart, Menelaus, in his office. Although Jason had worked to introduce 

many concrete Hellenistic practices, Menelaus adopted a more fervent 

stance in his pursuit of power. Accusing his predecessor of not being 

Hellenistic enough, Menelaus promised more tithes to Antiochus, 

attempted to rob the Judean treasury, worked to align Judean practices 

more closely with those of the Seleucids, and failed to show even 

minimal restraint or tolerance for traditional Jewish practices.  

This created a three-way conflict among the traditional Jews loyal to 

the deposed Onias III, the moderate Hellenists supporting Jason, and the 

radicalized assimilationists steadfast in their support of Menelaus. II 

Maccabees tells us that there was “no small disturbance among the 

people” as each group fought for control of Jewish political and religious 

institutions. 

The internal Jewish conflict becomes clearer when examining the 

battles of the later Maccabees themselves. Although the Maccabees 

engaged in battle with the Seleucid armies, considerable effort was also 

spent in combat with the Hellenized Jewry. I Maccabees describes one 

instance in which Judah and his followers “went around and tore down 
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the altars; they forcibly circumcised all the uncircumcised boys that they 

found within the borders of Israel.” This was righteous fervor directed 

against external enemies and internal assimilationists. 

This internal Jewish struggle, its civil war, demonstrates a critical, 

distinctive method of thinking that continues to this day. The Maccabean 

revolt was an impetus to challenge not just Seleucid rule, but also 

competing visions of Jewish identity and structure. The Hellenists, 

including the typical wealthy urban elites, believed that Jewish practice 

required an unambiguous, straightforward adaptation to modernity. 

While, in itself, it is not inherently a heretic concept, their notions 

discarded any rational critique of specific Jewish practices in favor of the 

outright abandonment of Judaism, aiming instead to adopt Greek 

tradition. 

On the other hand, the Maccabean faction felt that the Hellenistic 

ideals represented a fundamental betrayal of the covenant between God 

and Israel. The survival of Jewry depended not on assimilation with 

heretical practices, but on fidelity and the maintenance of traditional 

heritage. This does not require Jews to be overzealous and radical. 

People can be traditional Jews and also work to improve themselves and 

all that has been created. 

The Maccabees did this. When the revolt ended and Judea had 

national autonomy, there was not only a re-emphasis on traditional 

Jewish practices but also the rededication of the temple and the purging 

of idolatrous practices. The Hasmonean leaders of Judea worked to 

expand their territory, establish friendly relations with Greece and other 



 

21 

 

nations, and build a robust system of defenses to ensure Judea's freedom 

from external actors for decades to come.  

While today Chanukah represents a celebration of Jewish resilience 

and the triumph over adversity, it must also be recognized that a deeper 

theme is at work. What Chanukah truly represents is the ability of the 

Jews to stand firm in their traditions, to cherish their rich heritage and 

relationships, and foremost, to fight back against overzealous attempts 

to assimilate and erase our collective identity from within.  

We must remember these nuances as we light Chanukah candles. 

Chanukah is not merely a commemoration of the past, but rather a 

present and ongoing call to action. 
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Chapter Five 

A Jewish War that Lasted Two Centuries 

Barry Strauss’s book, Jews vs. Rome: Two Centuries of Rebellion 

Against the World’s Mightiest Empire, will surprise most readers and 

give them much fascinating and surprising information. We learn, for 

example, that Jews did not need to engage in long-lasting battles against 

Rome, lose sovereignty over their country, and have many of its citizens 

expelled from their country for two thousand years, had it not been for 

what the Talmud called sinat chillum, “baseless hatred” of some Jews 

against other Jews.  

Barry Strauss is a Senior Fellow at the Hoover Institution and 

Professor at Cornell University. He is considered a leading expert on 

military history. Before this 359-page 2025 volume, with an index of 

nineteen pages in two columns per page, he wrote fourteen other books 

on ancient wars including several on Rome and Greece, and comparing 

ancient and modern battles. His books are in easy-to-read English, 

without any attempt to use scholarly language to impress readers. An 

added treat, thanks to his deep knowledge of the subject, is a wealth of 

fascinating details about events and people, including their impact on the 

past, present, and future.  

In tractate Yoma 9b, the Talmud states that the destruction of the 

Second Temple in 70 CE and its bloodshed were due to sinat chinam, 

“baseless hatred,” of some Jews against fellow Jews. The Talmud 

explains that even while Judea’s inhabitants were engaged in Torah 
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study and proper acts of kindness, the destruction occurred because of 

their internal hatred for one another.  

Strauss does not mention this talmudic observation because this is 

not his field of interest. Still, he shows the terrible mistreatment of 

groups of Jews fighting each other numerous times during the two 

centuries they also fought, for and against Rome. This situation still 

exists today, leading me to think that some of the worst antisemites are 

Jews. 

 In Jews vs. Rome, Strauss tells the history beginning in 63 BCE, 

when the Roman general Pompey (106-48 BCE) was able to conquer and 

take control of Judea because of Jewish rivalry in Judea, the name Israel 

had at that time, to 136 CE when the Bar Kokhba Revolt was crushed. 

This was a turbulent period in Jewish history, marked by political 

resistance and religious fervor, clashes of internal Jewish hatreds, and 

opposition to the might of the Roman Empire. 

The book is filled with fascinating information presented in a 

balanced tone. Strauss does not romanticize rebellion, nor does he 

demonize Rome. Instead, he presents a clear-eyed view of the 

motivations, missteps, and consequences on both sides, offering a 

portrait of an ancient, long-lasting struggle that echoes in other struggles, 

both ancient and recent. 

To understand the significance of this two-hundred-year series of 

wars between a small country and a world power, one needs to compare 

the Judean two-century battles with the American fight against England, 

the world power in 1775. 
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In April 1775, the war between the American colonies and England 

began with the Battles of Lexington and Concord. The British attempted 

to seize colonial military supplies in Massachusetts, but colonial 

minutemen intercepted them. This led to armed conflict throughout the 

year, including the significant engagement at the Battle of Bunker Hill 

in June. The Second Continental Congress formed the Continental Army 

and appointed George Washington its commander.  

If the founders of America had been forced to surrender in 1775, as 

the Judeans were in 63 BCE, and had continued to fight for two centuries, 

as the Judeans did, the American fight would not have ended until 1974. 

The two centuries were marked by Judean hatred of Rome, stemming 

from Rome’s conquest and control of Judea in 63 BCE. There were three 

pivotal violent rebellions against Rome: The Great Revolt of 66 to 74 

CE, which resulted, among other calamities, in the destruction of the 

Second Temple in 70 CE; the Diaspora Revolt of 116 CE; and the Bar 

Kokhba Revolt of 132 to 136 CE. There were also many more minor 

battles before, and sandwiched between these three. In each struggle 

between Judeans and Rome, thousands of Judeans fought alongside the 

Romans against their brothers. 

Strauss breathes new life into these ancient events. For example, he 

doesn’t just recount the destruction of the Temple or the mass suicide at 

Masada. He places these ancient events in a broader geopolitical and 

human context. As a result, readers gain insight into the internal divisions 

within the Jewish world since the beginning of time, the often-

overlooked roles of women such as Queen Helena, who converted to 

Judaism, and died around 60 CE, and Berenice, the Jewish daughter of 
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King Agrippa (born 28 CE) who supported the Romans, as well as the 

repetitive clashes between empires. 

He challenges older narratives in other histories and brings 

fascinating nuances to familiar stories. His prose is both scholarly and 

accessible, making this book valuable for academics, students, and 

general readers alike. His portrayals of figures like Simon Bar Kokhba, 

who was killed in 136, are complex and evocative, capturing both 

heroism and hubris. 

Strauss’s book is a masterful addition to the literature of ancient 

history and a powerful reminder that the past is a mirror image and 

snapshot of current struggles, and what motivated the past continues to 

shape the world we live in.  

While the Judeans physically lost the final battle in 136, they left 

their descendants with pride and nobility reflected in modern Israel, not 

in ancient Rome, which no longer exists. 
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Chapter Six 

How to Find Joy in Life 

The 2025 book The Art and Practice of Living Wondrously, edited by 

Ronit Ziv-Kreger, is not just another inspirational book. It is a spiritual 

and psychological guide with a practical, well-stocked toolkit for 

navigating life’s messiness with grace, curiosity, and courage, leading 

to growth and joy. It is a remarkable collection filled with wisdom that 

brings together articulate and fascinating voices from across the 

spectrum of Jewish thought and modern psychology to explore a deeply 

relevant question: How can we be happy, even in times of pain, 

uncertainty, conflict with others, or despair? 

The book clarifies that “living wondrously,” with feelings of joy, is 

not about escaping hardship. It is about engaging life more fully, even in 

times of pain. Drawing on ancient wisdom and cutting-edge science, the 

contributors—all experts in their fields—make a compelling case that 

seeking happiness is not frivolous or naïve. It is a survival skill, a source 

of resilience, and a radical act of courage, hope, growth, pride, and joy. 

For example, Dr. Edith Eger, a psychologist and Holocaust survivor, 

reminds us that even amidst suffering, beauty and meaning are within 

reach if we have sufficient sense to look and act. 

The book is structured not just to inspire, but to “equip.” Each of the 

thirty-two essays, stories, and insights is carefully chosen to guide 

readers through essential themes such as finding meaning in small 

moments, fostering and maintaining friendships, caring for parents, 
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drawing wisdom from times of loss, managing work and family, and 

becoming a source of strength and hope for others. 

The contributors include luminaries such as the renowned Rabbi Dr. 

Binyamin Lau, who leads a team focusing on 929, an Israeli initiative 

that fosters discourse across all sectors of society by reviving and making 

relevant the 929 chapters of the Tanach, the Hebrew Bible.  

Lau writes about the importance of children escorting their elderly 

parents, helping them find meaning, inviting them to share their stories, 

making room for their contributions, helping them with technology, and 

seizing time to be together.  

While not mentioning the concept, Lau, in essence, is telling readers 

that honoring parents requires lifnim meshurat hadin, “going beyond the 

letter of the law.”  

A classic example of this requirement, also not mentioned in the 

book, is found in a talmudic story in Bava Metzia 83 involving Rabbah 

bar bar Channah and a group of porters. Some porters were carrying a 

barrel of wine for the sage Rabbah bar bar Channah. They negligently 

dropped and broke the barrel. 

Since the strict letter of the law (shurat hadin) held the porters liable 

for the damage, Rabbah seized their garments as payment for the ruined 

wine. The porters, having worked all day and being poor, went to Rav, a 

leading Jewish authority, to complain that they were hungry and had 

received nothing for their day’s labor. 

Rav told Rabbah to return the porters’ garments. When Rabbah asked 

if this was the law, Rav reminded him of the verse in Proverbs 2:20: 
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“You shall walk in the way of good people.” Based on this ethical 

principle, he instructed Rabbah to return their garments. 

The porters then pleaded with Rav, “We are poor and have worked 

all day. Are we to get nothing?” Rav then ordered Rabbah to pay them 

for their work as well. Again, Rabbah asked whether this was the law, 

and Rav responded by quoting the second half of the same verse from 

Proverbs: “and keep the path of the righteous.”3  

Harry Rothenberg, Esq., discusses the different reactions of the 

patriarch Jacob, who mourned what he thought was his son Joseph’s 

death for decades, while Moses’s brother Aaron remained silent when he 

heard that his two sons had died. We learn much from his analysis about 

human nature and dealing with pain. 

Award-winning Dr. Erica Brown, director of a center for values and 

leadership, offers nine pages of crucial advice on listening to others. 

Among a wealth of information, she warns us that in our enthusiasm to 

connect with others, we often don’t allow them to finish a sentence. We 

regard a pause as an opportunity to jump in, to add, or to expand. She 

offers excellent advice, such as “mirroring,” repeating one word of the 

speaker as a question, 

“That meeting was really rough.” 

“Rough?” 

“Yeah. All that arguing. It was pretty brutal.” 

“Brutal?” 

“Honestly. I felt really bad about what I said.” 

                                                            
3  There are many other discussions of lifnim meshurat hadin. Another is found in the next 

chapter. 
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Sivan Rahav Meir and Bruce Feiler, among others, offer a wide range 

of perspectives from spiritual leadership to positive psychology. Their 

collective wisdom makes the book feel both intellectually grounded and 

emotionally nourishing. 

Whether you’re a parent, educator, leader, or someone searching for 

more depth in everyday life, this book meets you where you are. It 

doesn’t preach or offer pat answers—it invites you into a conversation 

grounded in Jewish values that resonates universally. 

The Art & Practice of Living Wondrously is a rare book—deeply 

soulful, immediately practical, and enduringly relevant. It deserves a 

permanent place on your nightstand, and, perhaps even more 

importantly, in your daily practice. Perfect as a gift, guide, or source of 

solace, this book reminds us that even in uncertain times, we should not 

spend our time searching for miracles; rather, we should act 

appropriately toward others to bring them joy. 
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Chapter Seven 

Jewish Ethics is Preferred over Jewish Law 

 Pirkei Avot, Ethics of the Fathers, is a Jewish text that compiles ethical 

teachings and moral wisdom from a wide range of rabbinic sages. It is 

unique among the Mishna’s tractates in its focus on character 

development and daily life rather than on legalistic rules. It was 

composed around 190–230 CE. Is it more important than Jewish laws? 

Three things must be understood about Jewish Ethics. The first is to 

recognize that the Torah’s goal is proper behavior. Many practices 

mentioned in the Five Books of Moses were essential only in the early 

history of the Jewish people when the former slaves were uneducated 

and insufficiently rational. For example, the Torah requires procedures 

for sacrifices. Still, Jewish tradition has understood that the Bible wants 

people to behave appropriately with one another, not spend time trying 

to please God. 

Second, we need to identify overarching values, such as the Tzelem 

Elohim, “the image of God,” which Genesis 1:26 states is implanted in 

all human beings, Jews and non-Jews. Maimonides clarifies that Tzelem 

Elohim refers to the intelligence humans are obligated to use.  

However, the term also indicates that humans must act like God. 

Mishnah Sanhedrin 4:5 states: “One who saves a single life is (morally 

equivalent to) as if he saves the entire world; one who destroys a single 

life is as if he destroys the entire world.”  

This concept is reflected in Deuteronomy 16:20’s “Justice, justice 

you shall pursue,” in the rule to love others in Leviticus 19:18, in the 
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holiness teachings in Leviticus 19:2, in the emphasis on peace in Isaiah 

57:19, in the general concept of moral rightness and goodness in 

Deuteronomy 6:18, as well as the many biblical requirements to clothe 

the naked, feed the poor, visit the sick, and comfort mourners.  

Another one that recognizes that the commandments were not the 

goal, but a path toward the goal, is lifnim meshurat ha-din, going beyond 

the requirements of the commandments. Still another is Tikkun Olam, 

commonly translated as “repairing the world,” requiring one to be active, 

to improve oneself and society, rather than to sit passively studying the 

law, praying, or reciting Psalms. 

The third item that must be understood about Jewish Ethics is that its 

ultimate objective—the vision that animates the commands and the 

ethics they teach—is the messianic vision of a society suffused with 

peace and justice. The goal of the commandments is not the doing of the 

command; the goal, indeed, the purpose of the command is to live 

ethically according to the values mentioned above. 

The ancient rabbis recognized the importance of ethics. They said 

such things as derekh-erets kadmah l’Torah, “Proper behavior preceded 

the Torah itself.” Rabbi Yohanan said, “Jerusalem was destroyed only 

because (Jews) judged according to the law of the Torah.” In essence, 

Rabbi Yohanan is saying that Jews who wrap themselves in a life of law, 

ignoring Jewish Ethics, are laying the groundwork for Judaism’s 

destruction. 

The classic example of Jewish ethics vs. “the law of the Torah” is the 

story of Shimon ben Shetach in the Jerusalem Talmud Bava Metzia 2:5. 
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Simeon ben Shetach, circa 140-60 BCE, was a Pharisee scholar and Nasi, 

“head,” of the Sanhedrin, the seventy-one-member court.  

His students bought a donkey for him from a non-Jewish trader. After 

the sale, they found a precious gem on it. They told their teacher that he 

was now rich and no longer needed to work. Their teacher asked if the 

trader knew about the gem. “No,” they replied. He then said. “Go and 

return it.” His students argued, “Is it not the law that you are permitted 

to keep the gem?” Shimon ben Shetach answered them: “Do you think 

that Shimon ben Shetach is a barbarian?” 

We should note that it is clear, beyond dispute, that halakha, the law, 

allowed the teacher to keep the jewel. But Shimon ben Shetach knew that 

following the law was morally wrong, and he must “go beyond the strict 

line of the law.” His use of the term “barbarian” is shocking, but it 

indicates his moral outrage against those who follow the law when 

morality is demanded. 

The prophets stressed ethical behavior before Shimon ben Shetach. 

Micah wrote in 6:8, “It has been told to you, man, what is good, and what 

the Lord requires of you; only to act justly, and to love mercy, and to 

walk humbly with your God.” Zechariah proclaimed in 7:8-9, “This is 

what the Lord almighty said, ‘Administer true justice; show mercy and 

compassion to one another.’” These are examples of many similar 

statements, none of which mention halakha. 

The rabbis continued the teachings of the prophets. Shimon ben 

Azzai of the second century CE asserted that the basic teaching of the 

Torah is that all humans were created in the image of God, as stated in 

Genesis 6:1, “God created man. In the likeness of God, He made him.” 
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Rabbi Akiva (50 CE -135) said that Leviticus 19:18 has the Torah’s basic 

teaching, “Love your neighbor as yourself.” Hillel (circa 110 BCE–10 

CE) said it this way to a would-be convert to whom he was teaching 

Judaism, “That which is hateful to you, do not do to your fellow. That is 

the whole of the Torah, the rest is explanation, go and learn,” 

Nachmanides (1194-1270) explained that Leviticus 19:2’s “You shall be 

holy” and Deuteronomy 6:18’s “You shall do what is right and good in 

God’s eyes” requires Jews to go beyond the requirements of halakha and 

promote human welfare, interpersonal relations, and protect individual 

interests fairly. Maimonides (1038-1204), before him, said the same. 

It should be clear that a central purpose of Jewish law is to realize 

moral values. But this realization does not go far enough. Jewish ethics 

needs to take into account the modern sensibilities of justice and 

equality. The ancient rabbis did it by abolishing slavery and sacrifices, 

ending executions, turning “an eye for an eye” into monetary 

compensation, and adopting dozens of other practices.  

Rabbi Shlomo Goren, the first head of the military rabbinate in the 

Israel Defense Force (1917–1994), ruled for the IDF, “God forbid that 

those laws (in the Torah) are applied to non-biblical wars or wars of our 

times.” We need to copy the initiatives of the rabbis who stressed Jewish 

ethics and urged Jews to do more. 

Like the Torah itself, Jewish ethics may have originated during the 

days of Moses and may be found in the Bible, written or inspired by God. 

But it no longer resides in heaven. The Torah and our talmudic rabbis 

tell us lo ba’shamayim hi—“It is not in heaven” (Deuteronomy 30:12). 

Jewish life, and the possibilities of holiness and ethics, are in our hands. 
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There is much that still needs to be done. While the fundamental Jewish 

values of justice and mercy are eternal, how, when, and if they are 

realized are up to us. 
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Chapter Eight 

The Melancholy of Resistance by László Krasznahorkai 

Winner of the 2025 Nobel Prize in Literature 

The Nobel Prize jury called seventy-one-year-old Hungarian author, 

born in 1954, László Krasznahorkai, “a great epic writer in the central 

European tradition that extends through Kafka to Thomas Bernhard, and 

is characterized by absurdism and grotesque excess.” His family hid his 

Jewish roots from him until he turned 11. In 1931, when antisemitism 

was rampant in Hungary and Jewish lives were threatened, 

Krasznahorkai’s grandfather changed their family name from the 

Jewish-sounding name Korin to the now Hungarian-sounding one. 

Krasznahorkai used the name Korin for the Hungarian archivist 

protagonist in his 1999 novel War and War. In 2018, he said, “I am half 

Jewish, but if things carry on in Hungary as they seem likely to do, I’ll 

soon be entirely Jewish.” His mother was not Jewish. 

It is remarkable that while Jews represent less than two percent of 

the world population, they have received 22 percent of the Nobel prizes. 

Jews have been awarded all six of the Nobel Foundation’s awards: For 

example, Chemistry: 37 (19% of total), Economics: 40 (40% of total), 

and Literature: 17 (14% of total). 

László Krasznahorkai’s novel The Melancholy of Resistance is a 

marvelous, strange, and unique literary experience. It is oppressive and 

transcendent, cryptic and profound. It was first published in 1989 and 

translated expertly into English by George Szirtes in 2002. It is an entry 

into the Hungarian master’s unsettling and hallucinatory world. James 
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Wood wrote in the New Yorker in 2011: “The Melancholy of Resistance 

is a comedy of apocalypse, a book about a God that not only failed but 

didn’t even turn up for the exam.”  

The novel is set in a decaying provincial Hungarian town gripped by 

winter, strange events, and inertia. The plot opens with a fascinating 

story of an aged woman seated on a train who is stared at by an unshaven 

drunk. She is convinced that the man wants to rape her. The man, in turn, 

believes she is trying to seduce him. The story continues for 33 pages—

a tale that could stand, and be enjoyed, alone. 

However, it is followed by a revelation that she is the mother of a 

young man who is mentally challenged—and we soon learn that his mom 

dislikes him, although he is the only good person in their bizarre town.  

Soon, the ominous arrival of a traveling circus brings a massive, 

grotesque stuffed whale. The whale disturbs the townspeople. It fills 

them with a creeping dread that the circus people have a deep and sinister 

plot in motion. There are mysterious power outages in the town, 

infrastructure collapses, and further anarchy that set the tone for a work 

that explores the fragility of order, the seduction of chaos, and the 

terrifying, destructive pull of authoritarian control. 

Three unforgettable characters capture our attention: Valuska, the 

aged lady’s son, whose innocent, comical view of the world makes him 

both ridiculous and very sympathetic. Mr. Eszter is a music theorist 

obsessed with pure tuning systems and longing for harmony in a world 

that refuses to offer it. He is a weakling and a lazy husband who lives 

like a hermit. Mrs. Eszter, his estranged and ruthless wife, is determined 

to seize power and snatch control of the town by manipulating fear and 
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disorder. She was a woman whose lover was the chief of police, and 

whom everyone in the city, including her husband, kept at arm’s length. 

The fates of these three intersect with The Prince, a mute, misshapen 

figure traveling with the circus, who may be a charismatic revolutionary, 

or merely a figment of mass hysteria. This ambiguity is central to 

Krasznahorkai’s writing style: no clear answers, only uncertainty, 

prompting readers to wonder and think. 

This kind of ambiguity is not unique to Krasznahorkai. Other writers 

used it as well. In his 2025 introduction to Daphne du Maurier’s book 

After Midnight: Thirteen Tales for the Dark Hours, Stephen King calls 

her thirteen tales in the book “diabolical” because the British author 

(1907-1989) messes with her readers’ thinking when she fails to clarify 

whether the threats faced by her characters are external and real, or only 

in their minds. 

Du Marier’s novel is therefore a challenge and a marvel. This and 

Krasznahorkai’s usual long, unbroken sentences sometimes seem like 

hurricane winds of thought, carrying readers through fever dreams, fogs 

of paranoia, melancholy, and revelation. Yet, his novel deserved the 

Nobel Prize. He rewards readers with moments of mind-opening clarity 

and lyrical beauty. 

Krasznahorkai’s novel, for example, begins with a sentence that 

spans half a page. It follows with its second sentence, like burning lava 

cascading downward to five lines before the end of the page. The writing 

style of long sentences and the absence of paragraphs appear on every 

page. Yet it may surprise readers that there is no difficulty in 

understanding—none at all—and they can thoroughly enjoy what is said. 
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The novel is a very perceptive, metaphysical, and political parable. 

It captures how societies teeter on the edge of collapse not through 

violent revolutions, but through quiet failures, unchecked fears, and the 

slow corrosion of meaning. 

While showing the absurdity of existence, it is also consoling. We 

can snatch meaning from hands grasping despair, and can recognize 

humanity’s shared confusion and our resistance to meaninglessness.  

We can recall the message of the biblical book Ezra and Nehemiah 

that people can find bright silver linings even in dark thunder clouds, and 

the experiences of Viktor Frankl in Nazi concentration camps, where 

finding meaning saved his life. 
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Chapter Nine 

Man’s Search for Meaning by Viktor E. Frankl 

Viktor Frankl’s Man’s Search for Meaning is not just a memoir of 

surviving the Holocaust. It is a profound and deeply philosophical 

revelation of the human condition, the nature of suffering, and our 

search for purpose in life. Written in just nine days after his liberation 

from Nazi concentration camps, Frankl’s work remains a powerful 

testament to the resilience of the human spirit and has earned its place 

among the most essential psychological works of the 20th century. 

Frankl was born on March 26, 1905, in Leopoldstadt, Austria, and 

died on September 2, 1997, at the age of 92 in Vienna, Austria. He was 

an Austrian neurologist and psychiatrist, and the founder of logotherapy, 

the psychological practice that describes the human search for meaning 

as the central human motivational force. He writes with startling clarity 

and compassion about his experiences in Auschwitz, Dachau, and other 

camps.  

He was placed in concentration camps by the Nazis in September 

1942. He spent three years in four concentration camps: Theresienstadt, 

Auschwitz, Dachau, and Türkheim. He was liberated in April 1945 by 

the US Army in Türkheim, a satellite camp of Dachau. 

Frankl’s first wife, Tilly Grosser, and his family were also placed in 

a concentration camp in 1942, but were murdered by the SS. Frankl did 

not know that his wife had been murdered. During his entire brutal 

incarceration at the four concentration camps, he thought daily of his 



 

40 

 

wife, and his hope for a reunion gave his life meaning, which helped him 

to survive. (In 1947, he married a second wife, Eleonore Schwindt.) 

Rather than dwell on the brutality and horror of his years of 

incarceration, Frankl uses his suffering as a lens to explore a central idea: 

that life has meaning under all circumstances, even the most inhumane 

and hopeless. He gives readers a guide to surviving suffering and living 

meaningfully as he has. 

Central to his teaching is the concept that, no matter how harsh or 

uncontrollable our external circumstances, we always retain the inner 

freedom to choose our attitude. He tells us moving examples of prisoners 

who, despite starvation and cruelty, comforted others and gave away 

their last piece of bread. These acts of selflessness were what Frankl 

called “the last of the human freedoms.” 

He wrote: “Everything can be taken from a man but one thing: the 

last of the human freedoms–—to choose one’s attitude in any given set 

of circumstances, to choose one’s own way.” 

Frankl proposes that meaning can be found in three ways: through 

work (doing something significant), through love (caring for another 

person), and through suffering (finding meaning in unavoidable pain).  

The last may seem paradoxical, even cruel, but it is perhaps the most 

powerful message in the book. Frankl does not glorify suffering, but 

insists that how we respond to suffering is where meaning is often 

forged. He quotes Nietzsche: “He who has a why to live for can bear 

almost any how.” 

This is the essence of logotherapy, finding one’s “why,” and Frankl 

offers theoretical depth and real-world testimony to support it. 
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He flips the question of life’s meaning on its head. Rather than seeing 

ourselves as passive seekers, he insists that life asks something of us. 

Meaning is not discovered in grand philosophies or mountaintop 

experiences. It is revealed in the mundane, our daily choices and 

responses to challenges. “Right action and right conduct,” he writes, are 

what life demands from us. 

Another compelling element of his book is its nuanced view of 

human nature. Frankl refuses to generalize or reduce people to victims 

and villains. In the camps, he observed both unspeakable cruelty and 

breathtaking kindness from both guards and fellow prisoners. “There are 

only two races of men in the world,” he writes, “the decent man and the 

indecent man.” 

This moral clarity, combined with his refusal to demonize entire 

groups, gives the book a tone of grace rather than bitterness. 

In short, Man’s Search for Meaning is a rare fusion of memoir, 

philosophy, and psychology. It is readable, direct, and yet emotionally 

and intellectually profound. Whether readers are experiencing personal 

hardship or simply grappling with the universal questions of purpose, 

suffering, and resilience, this book offers answers and hope. 

Frankl offers a radical alternative: pursue meaning in a world that 

often tells us to seek pleasure, power, or status. He shows that meaning 

is not a luxury—it is a necessity. 
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Chapter Ten 

Kotsuji’s Gift 

Kotsuji’s Gift: The Daring Rescue of Japan’s Jewish Refugees by Jundai 

Yamada, published in 2025, is a powerful and touching work that sheds 

light on a unique figure in World War II history. Yamada shares the story 

of Setsuzo Kotsuji, a Japanese scholar, university professor, and 

Japanese government official whose moral courage and compassion 

helped save thousands of Jewish refugees fleeing Nazi and Japanese 

persecution. 

Setsuzo Kotsuji (1899-1973) was a Japanese Orientalist and 

Hebraist, the son of a Shinto priest from a long line of Shinto priests. 

During the Holocaust, at enormous risk to himself, he assisted Jewish 

refugees—first in Kobe and later in Japanese-occupied Shanghai—and 

spoke out against Nazi-inspired anti-Jewish propaganda. As a Japanese 

government official, he helped many Jews to escape the Holocaust. He 

was discovered, tortured for his actions, and forced to flee Japan. 

His life was one of conviction and change. His decision to study 

Hebrew, embrace Christianity in his youth, and eventually convert to 

Judaism in Jerusalem in 1959 all mark him as a bridge between worlds. 

He was a man of courage who transcended national and religious 

boundaries in search of morality, truth, and justice.  

The basic statement of morality is the command “love your neighbor 

as yourself” in Leviticus 19:18. Leviticus 19:34 clarifies that the 

command applies to non-Jews, stating, “love strangers as yourself.” It 
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emphasizes the latter command by repeating it 36 times in the Hebrew 

Bible.  

Hillel, who lived from approximately 110 BCE to 10 CE, rephrased 

the biblical command “love your neighbor as yourself” from a positive 

to a negative one. Instead of focusing on what to do, it focuses on what 

to avoid. He told a man who was considering converting to Judaism, 

“What is hateful to you, do not do to your neighbor. The rest is 

commentary.”  

Jesus repeated the Torah teaching in the New Testament in Matthew 

22:39 and Mark 12:31. Matthew 7:12 restated it as, “In everything, do to 

others what you would have them do to you.” 

There is also a saying in Bushido, the code of honor and morals 

developed by the Japanese samurai, “It is cowardice not to do, seeing 

one ought.” 

Kotsuji, who died at the age of 74, rests in a grave in Jerusalem. He 

had left these words to his family: “Within a hundred years, someone 

will come along who will understand me.”  

This book reveals Kotsuji’s heroism without waiting a hundred 

years. The author Jundai Yamada captures this great man’s journey with 

remarkable sensitivity. The book is fascinating and inspiring, and it 

weaves the life of this extraordinary man with historical detail. 

The book’s revelations are compelling, but what makes Kotsuji’s Gift 

unforgettable is its humanity. Yamada writes with clarity and heart, 

honoring Kotsuji not as a distant hero, but as a complex and 

compassionate man whose responses to horrors and immorality still 

resonate today.  
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Roughly 4,600 refugees arrived in Kobe, Japan, between July 1940 

and September 1941, primarily from Eastern Europe, escaping Nazi 

Germany, en route to other destinations such as Shanghai. These 

included about 300 teachers and students from Mir Yeshivah. Japan was 

at first kind to the Jews, but this changed in 1941, just before Japan 

attacked Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, and joined World War II. 

Japan gave Jews only a two-week “visa for life” to leave Japan. Not all 

could do so. 

Kotsuji acted. Although no exact number can be attributed to Setsuzo 

Kotsuji’s efforts, it is estimated that he helped thousands of Jewish 

refugees. 

Some years later, many guests crowded around beautifully set tables 

in Rabbi Chaim Shmulevitz’s small apartment at the Mir Yeshivah in 

Jerusalem. 

Rising to speak, Rabbi Shmulevitz, Mir’s illustrious head of the 

yeshivah, warmly called out, “Dear Reb Avraham, may you merit to 

grow in Torah and fear of Heaven, in line with the aspirations of your 

pure heart! May you become a true son of Avraham Avinu (Abraham our 

father), after whom you are now named.” 

This was no bar-mitzvah celebration. The celebrant was Setsuzo 

Kotsuji, now 60 years old, who had recently been circumcised upon 

converting to Judaism, taking on the Hebrew name “Avraham.” 

The rabbi continued, “We will never forget what you did for us when 

we were in Japan, nor how you risked your life to save us. The merit of 

that self-sacrifice is what stood in your stead and led you to seek shelter 
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under the wings of the Shechinah (the Divine Presence) and to become 

a genuine member of the nation you helped so much.” 

On another occasion, also in Israel, Kotsuji’s actions on behalf of 

Jewish refugees were remembered with appreciation. Former Deputy 

Speaker of Knesset and head of the Israel-Japan Parliamentary 

Friendship Group, Zvi Hauser, stated: “Kotsuji showed rare public 

courage in standing up against antisemitism in wartime Japan, and 

worked to aid the thousands of Jewish refugees who found themselves 

in Kobe. His legacy demonstrates how an individual, even without 

official authority, can make a decisive difference in the fate of others.” 

This is a fascinating book for people who enjoy unusual and inspiring 

stories. It is a must for readers of World War II history, Jewish studies, 

for those who seek hope and joy. 

At a time when the lessons of empathy and intercultural 

understanding feel more vital than ever, Kotsuji’s Gift stands as both a 

history and a moral guide. It reminds us that the choices of one 

individual—even in the darkest of times—can illuminate the path for 

generations to come. 
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Chapter Eleven 

The Triumph of Life 

Rabbi Dr. Irving Yitzchak Greenberg, also known as “Yitz Greenberg,” 

was born on May 16, 1933. He is an American Modern Orthodox rabbi, 

historian, theologian, and author, widely recognized as one of the most 

influential Jewish thinkers of the past half-century. He was ordained as 

a rabbi in 1953 by Yeshiva Beis Yosef in Brooklyn, where he said, “The 

Yeshiva taught that the Torah’s goal was to make a person into a 

mensch.” He earned a BA in History at Brooklyn College, an MA and 

PhD in American History from Harvard University, which focused on 

American history. In The Triumph of Life, his magnum opus, he gives 

readers the culmination of his lifetime of reflections. He tells us that his 

understanding of Judaism as “a world religion shaped my thinking for 

life.” I know Rabbi Greenberg, and not only agree with his views about 

Judaism, but think that everyone can benefit from his views. 

His 326-page book has 14 chapters that discuss a wide range of 

essential subjects, including creation, the dignity of life, humanity 

imitating God, tikkun olam (repairing and perfecting the world), the 

struggle of life against death, the lesson of the Holocaust, and much 

more. These subjects help readers understand what it means to be human, 

to be Jewish, and what is expected of us.  

Greenberg tells us that Judaism is a religion of life, one that calls 

people to actively side with the forces of creation and compassion rather 

than death, oppression, and despair.  
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What distinguishes The Triumph of Life from other theological works 

is Greenberg’s insistence on optimism and hope. In discussing the 

devastation of the Holocaust, for example, he neither retreats into 

silence, nor seeks easy consolation. Instead, he reframes the catastrophe 

as a moment that both tests and deepens our responsibility. Humanity’s 

power—scientific, political, and moral—has never been greater, and 

Greenberg urges that it be directed toward eradicating poverty, healing 

inequality, and transforming violence into partnership. 

His book balances accessibility with intellectual depth, written with 

clarity and warmth. He weaves together biblical exegesis, historical 

insight, and ethical reflection. His narrative invites readers—Jewish and 

non-Jewish alike—to view religion not as an unchangeable doctrine but 

as a living, creating, and evolving relationship aimed at the flourishing 

and improving of creation. 

He achieves something rare in The Triumph of Life: a theology that 

is both deeply Jewish and profoundly universal. His call for an “ethic of 

power” and his vision of the triumph of life speak urgently to an age of 

ecological peril, social fracture, and technological changes. This is not 

only a summation of one thinker’s journey, but a moral guidebook for 

humanity in search of purpose—a goal that God desires. 

Rabbi Greenberg believes that Jews have specific responsibilities, 

but this does not belittle—not even a little bit—God’s love for all people. 

He writes that his father taught him that “Torah must be applied to make 

life better for human beings,” and this means not only Jews. He has been 

a pioneer in advocating positive relationships between Judaism and 

Christianity, and moving beyond conflict toward mutual understanding. 
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He co-founded and led institutions aimed at leadership development in 

the Jewish community, including pluralistic intra-Jewish education.  

He is known for his theology of the Holocaust, called Shoah in 

Hebrew. He states that it challenges our understanding. The Nazis used 

it to harness power, destroying moral concepts. It raises the fundamental 

question of why God allowed Jews to suffer such an atrocious fate. Yet, 

it is a transformational event in Jewish history, requiring all people to 

rethink their religious views, such as the human relationship to God, 

God’s hiddenness, and how we should act in modern times after seeing 

what occurred in the past. We need to emphasize our human 

responsibility and ethical use of power. 

He explains that our relationship to God must be performed by tikkun 

olam, world repair and perfection, achieved through human growth in 

thinking, responsibility, and morality. “The present state of the world 

and the powers-that-be in it do not do justice to the uniqueness of every 

human being—and often deny or crush it. Therefore, the divine wants a 

perfected world for beloved humanity and other forms of life to live in.” 

Religion must not be passive belief, but active collaboration with the 

divine to improve the conditions on earth for all humans and to further 

enhance what God created. 

(Although unmentioned by Greenberg, this important idea that we 

must work to improve the world can be seen in the command that Jewish 

males circumcise the foreskin of their penis to enter the covenant with 

God. Some mistakenly think that this is done because the foreskin is a 

defect. Actually, the command to enter the covenant—which means, do 

what God desires—is a symbolic act that reminds people to improve 
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what God created. This is also the meaning of Genesis 2:3: “God blessed 

the seventh day and hallowed it because God ceased creating on that day 

to do.” The final Hebrew word laasot, “to do,” requires humans to 

continue improving the creation.)  

All of humanity must learn to work together to improve creation. 

Then, the future state—the repaired world—will result in equality, and 

“the uniqueness of every person will be honored and upheld in all the 

material conditions and spiritual interactions of daily life.” 

Why do I respect Yitz Greenberg? Because of his friendly attitude, 

intelligence, and rationality. He respects and helps all people, shuns 

passive piety, and encourages everyone to work as actively together as 

possible can to create an improved world that everyone can enjoy. 
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 Chapter Twelve  

Rebecca 

Daphne du Maurier (1907-1989) was born in London, the daughter of 

the famous actor-manager Sir Gerald du Maurier and granddaughter of 

George du Maurier, an author and artist. She published her first novel, 

The Loving Spirit, in 1931. A biography of her father and three other 

novels followed. Still, it was the fifth novel, Rebecca, published in 1938, 

that propelled her into the literary stratosphere and positioned her as 

one of the most popular authors of her day. Many of her bestselling 

novels and short stories were adapted into award-winning films, 

including Alfred Hitchcock’s Rebecca, which won Academy Awards, his 

The Birds, and Nicolas Roeg’s Don’t Look Now.  

The 1939 Nobel Prize in Literature was awarded to the Finnish writer 

Frans Eemil Sillanpää (1888–1964) “for his deep understanding of his 

country’s peasantry and the exquisite art with which he has portrayed 

their way of life and their relationship with Nature.” Few people today 

have heard of this author. Du Maurier has not suffered this fate. 

Rebecca is still today considered one of the most haunting and 

psychologically complex novels of the 20th century—a masterwork of 

gothic suspense that intertwines romance, mystery, and psychological 

drama with breathtaking precision. She was the winner of the 1938 

National Book Award and later the 2000 Anthony Award, and in 1969, 

she was awarded a DBE, which stands for Dame Commander of the Most 

Excellent Order of the British Empire, a high-level British award for 

women who have made a significant contribution in any field. Although 
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close to a century has passed since the novel was written, Rebecca has 

lost none of its power to captivate, unsettle, and provoke reflection on 

human emotions. 

The book is about a young, poor, unsophisticated, shy, unnamed 

narrator whose age is not revealed, who serves as an inexperienced 

companion to a pompous woman. She is suddenly attracted to the 

wealthy widower Maxim de Winter, who is 42 years old —much older 

than her, and certainly more sophisticated. He is equally attracted to her 

and sweeps her from sunlit Monte Carlo, where they met, to the mist-

shrouded grandeur of the enormous house called Manderley.  

She finds herself overwhelmed by the lingering presence of Maxim’s 

first wife, Rebecca. The late mistress of her new home was very bright, 

well-loved, and sophisticated. She seems to dominate every room, every 

conversation, and every thought of those around her — particularly the 

chillingly devoted housekeeper, Mrs. Danvers, who is in total control of 

Manderley, while Rebecca feels lost.  

What begins as confusion, insecurity, and jealousy evolves into a 

gripping exploration of deception, identity, and moral ambiguity, 

culminating in a revelation that overturns everything readers were 

convinced they understood. 

 The novel is an extraordinary recollection—a story told in retrospect 

by a woman who has already lived through her own disillusionment. 

There is no proper present tense, only the ghostly persistence of memory. 

This structure lends the book an almost hallucinatory, but fascinating 

quality. Readers wander, along with the narrator, through moments of 

regret and remembrance, where time itself seems to bounce like a ball. 
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Equally bold is du Maurier’s decision to leave her narrator nameless 

and ageless. This technique offers many advantages that enhance the 

novel’s value. Anonymity allows her to function both as an individual—

a painfully shy young woman struggling to understand herself—and as 

a mirror in which readers can see their own insecurities and longings. 

The narrator’s self-effacement also critiques gender and power: she is a 

woman whose sense of worth is so dependent upon her husband’s 

approval that she almost vanishes. Additionally—and probably most 

importantly—her writing style allows readers to interpret the tale as they 

see fit. 

I believe it was Jorge Borges (1899-1986), an Argentine poet, 

essayist, and short story writer—considered a central figure in Spanish 

and international literature—who wrote that sometimes authors write a 

book in such a way that the book has two authors: the person who wrote 

it and the one who read it. He is one of my favorite authors. He went 

blind gradually over his life due to a hereditary and progressive eye 

condition, which accelerated after a fall caused a retinal detachment at 

age 55. His blindness was a mix of total loss in one eye and partial vision 

in the other, yet, like Daphne du Maurier, he could see things better than 

sighted people. 

Du Maurier’s manipulation of tension is masterful: she inverts the 

conventional mystery by revealing the murder well before the end. 

Rebecca does not focus on the murder itself, but on the psychology of 

haunting—the way the past clings to people and places, the way love and 

guilt can consume a life.  
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Chapter Thirteen 

Django Unchained, a 2013 Movie  

Django Unchained won two Academy Awards in 2013: Best Supporting 

Actor and Best Original Score. The film was also nominated for Best 

Picture, Best Cinematography, and Best Sound Editing. Christoph Waltz 

won for his role as Dr. King Schultz. Quentin Tarantino won for his 

screenplay. The film stars Jamie Foxx, Christoph Waltz, Leonardo 

DiCaprio, Kerry Washington, Samuel L. Jackson, and Walton Goggins. 

Its runtime is 2 hours and 46 minutes. It offers a unique perspective on 

slavery, morality, and the use of intelligence. Many people, including 

me, consider this one of the best Westerns. 

Quentin Jerome Tarantino (born March 27, 1963) is an American 

filmmaker, born in Knoxville, Tennessee. He is a very popular and 

award-winning independent movie maker. He wrote, directed, and acted 

in Django Unchained, Pulp Fiction, Reservoir Dogs, and Kill Bill, 

among others, and directed 10 feature films between 1992 and 2019. He 

announced that ten will be his final number of movies before retiring. 

His films are well-known and enjoyed for their violence and humor. He 

won Academy Awards for Best Original Screenplay in 1994 for Pulp 

Fiction and 2013 for Django Unchained. 

His Django Unchained is a bold, provocative, and deeply gratifying 

film that reimagines the Western through a lens of vengeance, justice, 

and historical reflection. True to Tarantino’s style, the film is packed 

with sharp dialogue, explosive action, and unflinching violence—but 
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beneath its surface lies a powerful commentary on America’s darkest 

chapter. 

Django Unchained is a man-versus-the-system story that occurs two 

years before the US Civil War. Django (Jamie Foxx), a slave who has 

lost everything, including his wife, is rescued and freed by the eccentric 

Dr. King Schultz (Christoph Waltz), a former, very articulate dentist 

turned gunman and bounty hunter.  

Schultz takes Django because he wants to obtain a huge bounty for 

bringing in three wanted criminals. They are wanted dead or alive, but to 

avoid any trouble, Schults always kills them and delivers their corpses. 

He needs Django because only he can identify them. 

The unlikely duo forms a partnership built on mutual respect. They 

hunt criminals across the South while plotting to rescue Django’s wife, 

Broomhilda (played by Kerry Washington), from the clutches of the 

sadistic plantation owner Calvin Candie (Leonardo DiCaprio).  

Their plan draws them deep into the heart of Candyland—an opulent 

and horrifying place—where they must face not only Candie’s cruelty, 

but also the manipulative house slave Stephen (Samuel L. Jackson), 

whose loyalty to his master is chilling and tragic. 

Every performance in this film is outstanding. Jamie Foxx brings 

quiet strength and simmering intensity to Django, embodying both the 

pain of bondage and the power of liberation. Christoph Waltz, as Schultz, 

delivers one of Tarantino’s most charismatic characters—equal parts 

mentor, comic relief, and moral compass. Leonardo DiCaprio’s Calvin 

Candie is a masterclass in villainy, exuding charm and malice in equal 

measure. At the same time, Samuel L. Jackson’s portrayal of Stephen 
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adds psychological depth to the film’s depiction of internalized 

oppression. 

Beyond its stellar performances, Django Unchained also succeeds as 

an educational tool. It is not strictly historical, but it captures the brutality 

of slavery and exposes the dehumanizing attitudes that flourished at that 

time. The film reminds viewers how easily society can forget the horrors 

of slavery, as well as all the lessons we should learn from the past. 

There are many gunfights with blood gushing in abundance, tension, 

emotion, dark humor, and moments of sheer absurdity. One scene 

features Tarantino himself in a brief cameo that perfectly encapsulates 

his flair for self-aggrandizement, a trait also evident in the director 

Alfred Hitchcock.  

Django Unchained stands as one of Tarantino’s most significant 

achievements—a film that blends spectacle and substance, fury and wit. 

It is a Western, revenge epic, and a social allegory all at once. It 

entertains, provokes, and—most importantly—reminds us of a history 

that should never be forgotten. It is a violent masterpiece that redefines 

the Western and forces us to confront both the past and ourselves. 
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Chapter Fourteen 

Accepting and Excepting: On Pluralism and Chosenness 

Out of the Sources of Judaism  

The 515-page 2025 exceptional book Accepting and Excepting: On 

Pluralism and Chosenness out of the Sources of Judaism is by Raphael 

Jospe, one of the most respected contemporary voices in Jewish 

philosophy. Jospe gives readers very readable, profound, learned, and 

deeply humane ideas on one of the central questions of our time: how 

religious people can remain authentic to their religion while being fully 

respectful of people of other religions with radically different views. The 

book received high praise from many university philosophy professors. 

Jospe’s central thesis is that interreligious pluralism is not only a 

moral, rational, and political necessity, but also a philosophical and 

theological imperative rooted in Judaism’s own sources. He shows this 

by drawing on a vast range of Jewish texts—from the Bible and rabbinic 

literature to medieval thinkers such as Saadia Gaon, Maimonides, and 

Judah Halevi, to modern figures such as Moses Mendelssohn, Mordecai 

Kaplan, and Jonathan Sacks. He constructs a vision of Judaism that is 

both distinct and universal, loyal to Jewish history and views, and open 

to truths taught by others. 

The book contains fifteen fascinating and informative chapters, 

including: Is affirming chosenness and pluralism compatible?; What do 

Jewish sources say about pluralism? Jewish views of Christianity and 

Mormons, as well as other traditions. Also, the silence of many rabbis 

on philosophy, who is the neighbor in Leviticus 19:18 that we are to 
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love?; Zionism, antisemitism, Orthodox, Conservative, Reform, and 

other Jews; accepting the teachings of the sages; the infallibility of rabbis 

according to Nachmanides; the Mosaic authorship of the Torah; the 

problem of literalistic interpretations of Scripture and of the sages; and 

very much more. It includes 13 pages of a two-column index. 

The book’s title captures its paradoxical spirit: it is “accepting” of 

religious and cultural Others while “excepting”— that is, excluding — 

ideas that reject Jewish teachings. He argues for a revaluation of the 

concept of “chosen people.” It is not a claim of superiority or exclusivity. 

It is an expression of responsibility, a duty to work to create a moral 

world for all humanity. 

He recognizes that dialogue with others is necessary. No single 

religion can lay an absolute claim to truth; each must engage others in 

humility and mutual respect. As Maimonides taught, “The truth is the 

truth no matter what its source.” 

His essays reflect his lifelong engagement in interfaith work and 

decades of experience in Jewish-Christian and Jewish-Mormon 

dialogue. He is not only a retired professor of Jewish philosophy living 

in Jerusalem, but also a Lieutenant Colonel in the National Search and 

Rescue Unit of the Israel Defense Forces reserves. He lives what he 

teaches. In 1999, when he was deputy commander of the Jerusalem 

Search-and-Rescue battalion, he was injured in the IDF mission to 

Turkey following a disastrous earthquake, and now walks with the aid of 

crutches—a reminder of the many times he helped non-Jews in other 

countries. 
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What distinguishes Accepting and Excepting is Jospe’s ability to 

weave philosophical abstraction with down-to-earth common sense. His 

treatment of “belonging” versus “believing,” inspired by a 1967 letter 

from the famous scholar Mordecai Kaplan, a copy of which is in the 

book, is a bright light that guides us through the book. For Jospe, Jewish 

identity is sustained not only through assent to doctrine, but also through 

behavior and sharing—treating others as you desire to be treated. 

This book is essential because of its timeliness. At present, religious 

absolutism and moral relativism threaten public discourse. Jospe models 

an alternative: rigorous fidelity to one’s own faith combined with 

genuine reverence for the Other. 

As Professor Menachem Kellner aptly observes in his endorsement, 

Jospe is “both a thinking Jew and an important Jewish thinker.” This dual 

identity—critical and committed, analytic and empathetic—defines the 

tone of the entire book. Professor Zev Harvey praises its “smiling, wise, 

and pluralistic Judaism,” and indeed, there is a serenity in Jospe’s 

reasoning, a confidence that pluralism does not erode religion but 

enriches it. 

Accepting and Excepting will appeal to scholars of Jewish 

philosophy, theologians of religion, as well as all people concerned about 

religion in a pluralistic world. It is a masterful, nuanced, and profoundly 

relevant contribution to Jewish and non-Jewish religious thinking and 

interreligious philosophy. 
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Chapter Fifteen 

The Art of the Deal  

Trump: The Art of the Deal was first published in 1987. It is a memoir, 

business manual, and motivational guide. Co-written with journalist 

Tony Schwartz, it offers readers a look inside Donald Trump’s life long 

before his presidency—when he was known as a bold, brash New York 

real estate developer with a flair for publicity and a relentless drive to 

win. 

The deal maker 

The book opens with a week in Trump’s life, and quickly immerses 

readers in his whirlwind schedule of meetings, telephone calls, and 

negotiations. It then highlights his career: his early real estate ventures, 

the transformation of the Commodore Hotel into the Grand Hyatt, the 

creation of Trump Tower, and his expansion into casinos, sports, and 

media. Each chapter emphasizes not only his knack for identifying 

opportunity, but also his self-confidence and refusal to back down from 

conflict. 

His eleven negotiating principles 

At the heart of the book are Trump’s eleven principles of deal-making. 

1. Think big. “I like thinking big. I always have. To me, it’s 

straightforward: if you’re going to be thinking anyway, 

you might as well think big.”  

2. Protect the downside, and the upside will take care of 

itself. “I always go into the deal anticipating the worst. If 
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you plan for the worst—if you can live with the worst—

the good will always take care of itself.”  

3. Maximize the options. “I never get too attached to one 

deal or one approach … I keep a lot of balls in the air, 

because most deals fall out, no matter how promising 

they seem at first.”  

4. Know your market. “I like to think that I have that 

instinct. That’s why I don’t hire a lot of number-

crunchers, and I don’t trust fancy marketing surveys. I 

do my own surveys and draw my own conclusions.”  

5. Use your leverage. “The worst thing you can do in a deal 

is seem desperate to make it. That makes the other guy 

smell blood, and then you’re dead.”  

6. Enhance your location. “Perhaps the most 

misunderstood concept in all of real estate is that the 

key to success is location, location, location … First of all, 

you don’t necessarily need the best location. What you 

need is the best deal.”  

7. Get the word out. “One thing I’ve learned about the 

press is that they’re always hungry for a good story, and 

the more sensational the better … The point is that if you 

are a little different, a little outrageous, or if you do 

things that are bold or controversial, the press is going 

to write about you.”  

8. Fight back. “In most cases, I’m very easy to get along 

with. I’m very good to people who are good to me. But 
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when people treat me badly or unfairly or try to take 

advantage of me, my general attitude, all my life, has 

been to fight back very hard.”  

9. Deliver the goods. “You can’t con people, at least not for 

long. You can create excitement, run a wonderful 

promotion, get all kinds of press, and throw in a little 

hyperbole. But if you don’t deliver the goods, people will 

eventually catch on.”  

10. Contain the costs. “I believe in spending what you have 

to. But I also believe in not spending more than you 

should.”  

11. Have fun. “Money was never a big motivation for me, 

except as a way to keep score. The real excitement is 

playing the game.”  

The book’s style and tone 

The prose is direct, conversational, and unmistakably Trump: confident, 

occasionally boastful, and peppered with anecdotes that highlight his 

confrontational, yet strategic mindset. Readers get a sense of Trump’s 

personality—his competitiveness, impatience with bureaucracy, and 

instinct for media attention. 

The book’s themes and insights 

Beyond business lessons, The Art of the Deal provides insight into 

Trump’s worldview. He shows himself as a self-made person who values 

hard work, family, loyalty, and winning. He doesn’t shy away from 

naming opponents or criticizing politicians whom he often describes as 
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shortsighted or careless with public funds. Yet, he also discusses 

philanthropy and community involvement, and emphasizes that “giving 

time is far more valuable than just giving money.” 

Though written nearly four decades ago, many of his early ideas—about 

negotiations and media strategy—remain relevant today. Readers 

familiar with Trump’s later political career will recognize the same 

principles at play: direct communication, relentless self-promotion, and 

a belief in creating one’s own reality. 

Whether you admire Donald Trump or not, The Art of the Deal is 

undeniably fascinating and informative. It’s an engaging mix of business 

wisdom, autobiography, and performance art—a portrait of confidence 

and carefully calculated showmanship. For aspiring entrepreneurs, 

business students, or anyone interested in the psychology of negotiation 

and getting along with others, it offers valuable insights. It is a 

fascinating glimpse into the mind of one of the most talked-about figures 

of our time. 
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Chapter Sixteen 

Buffett: The Making of an American Capitalist  

Roger Lowenstein’s Buffett: The Making of an American Capitalist 

remains one of the most definitive and human portraits of Warren 

Buffett—the Oracle of Omaha—whose disciplined, rational approach to 

investing transformed him from a modest Nebraskan boy into one of the 

wealthiest men of the twentieth century. Warren Buffett’s net worth is 

approximately $154 billion, making him one of the world’s richest 

individuals. He is the sixth-richest person in the world according to a 

2025 ranking. Remarkably, while he has set aside money for his three 

children, he has decided that most of his funds are now—and will 

continue to be—directed to charities. 

He was born on August 30, 1930, and is currently 95 years old. He 

has two degrees: a bachelor’s degree in business administration from the 

University of Nebraska and a master’s degree in economics from 

Columbia University. 

Lowenstein’s book had no input from Buffet. Lowenstein wrote that 

Buffett told him, “he would not attempt to block me, but neither would 

he give me any help.” Despite this, no one has ever said the book contains 

errors. The book was initially published in 1995 and reissued in 

paperback in 2008. It stands the test of time as both a biography and a 

study of temperament, philosophy, and intelligent investing. 

Lowenstein, a highly respected financial journalist, spent three years 

interviewing Buffett’s friends, family, and colleagues. The result is a rich 

narrative that captures not only Buffett’s investment genius, but also his 
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psychological makeup—the humility, intellectual independence, and 

moral rigor that underlie his financial success.  

The book traces Buffett’s journey from his early fascination with 

numbers and markets to his formative mentorship under Benjamin 

Graham and his stewardship of Berkshire Hathaway. Lowenstein does a 

masterful job explaining how Graham’s principles of “value investing” 

were reinterpreted by Buffett to account for intangibles—brand strength, 

management quality, and reputation—that traditional accounting models 

often overlook.  

Several key insights emerge from the text. Buffett was very 

suspicious of public opinion. He considered it a kind of contagion. Thus, 

he paid no attention to people’s predictions of the future of stocks. His 

disdain for market fads and macroeconomic speculation (“Pay no 

attention to macroeconomic trends or forecasts”) reflects his discipline 

rooted in intrinsic value rather than noise.  

He stressed studying prospects and their competitors in great detail. 

Look at raw data, not analysts’ summaries. Trust your own eyes. But one 

needn’t value a business too precisely. A basketball coach doesn’t check 

whether a prospect is six foot one or six foot two; he looks for seven-

footers.  

His focus on integrity and reputation is epitomized in his dictum, 

“Lose money for the firm and I will be understanding; lose a shred of 

reputation for the firm, and I will be ruthless.” It reveals that his moral 

compass was as central to his empire as his analytical skill. 

The book is lucid and engaging. Lowenstein distills complex 

investment principles into accessible prose without diluting their rigor. 
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His portrayal of Buffett is balanced—celebratory, yet critical, analytical, 

yet empathetic. Readers interested in business history, behavioral 

finance, or personal development will find many ideas to emulate in its 

pages. 

The book’s greatest strength lies in demonstrating that Buffett’s 

success is not merely a product of intellect, but of “temperament”—a 

calm, contrarian mind guided by reason, ethics, and consistency. In a 

culture often obsessed with quick wins and speculative glamour, 

Buffett’s story reminds us that enduring wealth—financial and moral—

rests on patience, principle, and perception. 
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PART THREE 

Another Informative Essay 
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Chapter Seventeen 

Rabbinical Kosher Rules 

Kashrut is the Hebrew word for Jewish dietary laws that dictate what 

foods are kosher and how they must be prepared and consumed. The 

word means “fitness” and “suitability.” The laws cover rules such as 

the type of animals that can be eaten, how they are slaughtered, and the 

separation of meat and dairy. Virtually all kashrut laws are not biblical. 

They are laws developed by the rabbis, and many Jews accepted them. 

However, different communities varied in their acceptance. For 

example, most observant Orthodox and Conservative Jews do not mix 

meat and dairy products as the rabbis ruled, and add a time period 

between eating meat and dairy. Some communities and Jews only wait 

an hour after eating meat, while others wait as long as six hours. All wait 

a short time to eat meat after dairy. The longer wait for dairy after meat 

is because meat products take longer to be digested. Regarding the one 

to sixty rule, some Jews are stricter than others, and some even will not 

eat bread, or drink milk that is not made entirely by Jews. 

The laws for kosher foods are primarily found in Leviticus 11 and 

Deuteronomy 14. These passages outline what animals are permitted to 

be eaten based on specific characteristics, like cloven hooves and 

chewing cud for mammals, and fins and scales for fish. The laws also 

restrict other dietary regulations, such as consuming blood. It does not 

include a law requiring the separation of meat and dairy. Nor does it 

prohibit eating foods that non-Jews have touched.  
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Maimonides explains the law prohibiting boiling a kid in its mother’s 

milk in his commentary in the Guide for the Perplexed 3:48 and in his 

Book of the Commandments. He explains that the prohibition was given 

to distance the Israelite people from a pagan idolatrous ritual that 

involved boiling a kid in its mother’s milk. The rabbis used this law, 

designed to avoid idol worship, as a springboard and a basis for their 

prohibition on eating meat and dairy together. 

The basic source of the rabbinic prohibition is found in Mishnah 

Avodah Zarah 2:6 and in the Talmud Avodah Zarah 35b. 

Why did the Sages make this decree?  

Two reasons are given: It is forbidden to eat food cooked by non-Jews 

because this may lead to intermarriage. Maimonides provides this reason 

in his commentary to the Mishnah. The same explanation was given by 

Rashi, Rabbeinu Tam, Ra’avad, Ramban, Meiri, and many others. 

However, Rashi offers a second reason in Avoda Zarah 38a S.v. 

miderabanan. He states, “so that Jews will not be accustomed to eat and 

drink by him (a non-Jew), and he will feed him something forbidden.” 

In other words, Rashi says that the non-Jew might put non-kosher food 

in the food that he is cooking. Rashi’s grandson, Rashbam, agreed that 

this is a reason (quoted in Or Zarua, Avodah Zarah paragraph 191, and 

others). 

The two different explanations have halakhic implications. If food 

cooked by non-Jews is prohibited because of intermarriage, then the 

motive is to avoid social contact between Jews and non-Jews, and it 

might be challenging to be lenient. But if the decree was to avoid eating 
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non-kosher food, it’s a practical issue, and there are ways to ensure that 

a non-Jewish cook does not put non-kosher food into the pot. 

The unique wine rule 

Wine made or handled by non-Jews is not considered kosher by many 

Orthodox Jews due to ancient concerns about idolatry and intermarriage. 

In ancient times, wine was used in pagan ceremonies. To ensure that 

Jews would not drink wine used for idolatrous purposes, preventative 

restrictions were created, such as only drinking wine that was boiled 

because idol worshipers would not offer their gods damaged wine, and 

Jews would not drink wine handled by a non-Jew. 

Wine used in idolatrous libations is called Yayin nesech. When idol 

worship ceased, many rabbis felt they should continue the prohibition. 

The wine, which was clearly not used for idol worship, was called Stam 

yayin. The ban was continued to discourage intermarriage, a historically 

significant concern.  

Cooked wine, called mevushal, “cooked,” can be handled by anyone, 

including non-Jews. The cooking process, which involves high heat, 

makes the wine unfit for idolatrous use; thus, it is not considered yayin 

nesech or stam yaynam. 

Not everyone accepted the new ban on Stam Yanam.  

In Rabbi Dr. Marc B. Shapiro’s superb book Changing the 

Immutable, How Orthodox Judaism Rewrites its History, The Littman 

Library of Jewish Civilization, 2015, Shapiro shows that many rabbis in 

the Orthodox community rewrote the past by snipping out of books of 

prior rabbis and scholars, even well-respected ones, what did not fit into 

their personal worldview. One of many rewrites was to hide the fact that 



 

75 

 

the codifier Moses Isserles felt it was permissible to drink non-Jewish 

wine.  

The one in 60 rule 

The Jewish kosher law that allows a food with less than a 1/60th ratio of 

a non-kosher item to be eaten is called Batel B’shshim, “nullified by sixty 

parts.” If a non-kosher substance is mixed into a larger amount of kosher 

food, and the non-kosher part is less than 1/60th of the total volume, the 

entire mixture is considered kosher. 

The law of “nullification” applies only to accidental mixtures, where 

the non-kosher substance is so small that it loses its identity and its flavor 

isn’t noticeable. However, there are exceptions: if a non-kosher item is 

still visible, if the mixture was made intentionally, if the non-kosher 

ingredient changes the flavor and is detectable, the mixture is not kosher, 

regardless of the ratio. 
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Dr. Israel Drazin 

Education: Dr. Drazin, born in 1935, received three rabbinical degrees in 1957, a BA 
in Theology in 1957, an MEd in Psychology in 1966, a JD in Law in 1974, an MA in 
Hebrew Literature in 1978, and a PhD. with honors in Aramaic Literature in 1981. After 
that, he completed two years of post-graduate study in Philosophy and Mysticism. He 
graduated from the US Army’s Command and General Staff College and War College 
for Generals in 1985. 

Military: Brigadier General Drazin entered the Army Active Duty at age 21 as the 
youngest U.S. Chaplain ever to serve on active duty. He served on active duty in 
Louisiana and Germany from 1957 to 1960. He then joined the active reserves and 
soldiered, in increasing grades, with half a dozen units. From 1978 until 1981, he 
lectured on legal subjects at the US Army Chaplains School. In March 1981, the Army 
requested that he take leave from civil service and return to active duty to handle special 
constitutional issues. He was responsible for preparing the defense in the trial 
challenging the constitutionality of the Army Chaplaincy. The military chaplaincies of 
all the uniformed services, active and reserve, as well as those of the Veterans 
Administration, were attacked on constitutional grounds and could have been 
disbanded. The Government won the action in 1984, and Drazin was awarded the 
prestigious Legion of Merit. Drazin returned to civilian life and the active reserves in 
1984 as Assistant Chief of Chaplains, the highest reserve officer position available in 
the Army Chaplaincy, with the rank of Brigadier General. He was the first Jewish 
person to serve in this capacity in the US Army. During his military career, he 
revolutionized the role of military chaplains, making them officers responsible for the 
free exercise of rights for all military personnel and requiring them to provide for the 
needs of people of all faiths and atheists. General Drazin completed this four-year tour 
of duty with honors in March 1988, marking the culmination of 31 years of military 
service. 

Attorney: Israel Drazin graduated from law school in 1974 and immediately began a 
private practice. He handled virtually all types of cases, including domestic, criminal, 
bankruptcy, accident, and contract matters. He joined his son in 1993 and formed 
offices in Columbia and Dundalk, Maryland. After 23 years, Dr. Drazin ceased active 
law practice in 1997. 

Civil Service: Israel Drazin joined the US Civil Service in 1962 and remained a civil 
service employee, with occasional military duty, until his retirement in 1990. At 
retirement, he accumulated 31 years of creditable service. During his US Civil Service 
career, he held many positions, including being an Equal Opportunity Consultant in the 
1960s (advising insurance company top executives regarding civil rights and equal 
employment) and the head of Medicare’s Civil Litigation Staff (supervising a team of 
lawyers who handled suits filed by and against the government’s Medicare program). 
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He also served as the director for Maryland’s Federal Agencies’ relationship with the 
United Fund. 

Rabbi: Dr. Drazin was ordained as a rabbi in 1957 at Ner Israel Rabbinical College in 
Baltimore, Maryland, and subsequently received semichot from two other rabbis. He 
entered active duty in the Army in 1957. He left active duty in 1960 and officiated as a 
weekend rabbi at several synagogues, including the first rabbi in Columbia, Maryland. 
He continued the uninterrupted weekend rabbinical practice until 1974 and then 
officiated as a rabbi intermittently until 1987. His rabbinical career totaled 30 years. 

Philanthropy: Dr. Drazin served as the Executive Director of the Jim Joseph 
Foundation, a charitable organization that provides funding for Jewish education, for 
just over 4 years, from September 2000 to November 2004. 

Author: Israel Drazin has authored over 70 books, including those not yet published, 
more than 500 popular and scholarly articles, and over 12,000 book, music, and movie 
reviews. His books include one about the case he handled for the US Army and a dozen 
scholarly books on the Aramaic translation of the Bible, Targum Onkelos. His website 
is www.booksandthoughts.com. 

Memberships and Awards: Brigadier General Drazin is admitted to practice law in 
Maryland and the Federal Courts, and before the US Supreme Court. He is a member 
of several bar associations for attorneys and the Rabbinical Council of America. He 
was honored with military awards, the RCA 1985 Joseph Hoenig Memorial Award, and 
the JWB 1986 Distinguished Service Award. Mayor Kurt Schmoke of Baltimore, 
Maryland, named February 8, 1988, “Israel Drazin Day.” A leading Baltimore 
Synagogue named him “Man of the Year” in 1990. He is included in the recent editions 
of Who’s Who in World Jewry, Who’s Who in American Law, Who’s Who in Biblical 
Studies and Archaeology, and other Who’s Who volumes. 
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