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Baumgarten, Elisheva. Practicing Piety in Medieval Ashkenaz: Men, Women, and Everyday Religious 
Observance.  Philadelphia, PA: Pennsylvania University Press, 2014. 334 pp. $69.95. (9780812246407).

Elisheva Baumgarten’s new book on Jewish religious practice in medieval Ashkenaz very 
convincingly uses a study of minorities to glean insights into the practices of the majority in this 
time. Baumgarten uses sources regarding the practice of women, children, and the “average man” (as 
opposed to the rabbis or Pietists) to understand the practice of the everyday Jew. The book describes 
piety in five situations: the synagogue, fasting, charity, the so-called “time-bound” commandments, 
and dress. It then moves to feigned piety and a discussion comparing piety in Jewish and Christian 
contexts during the medieval period. An important aspect of Baumgarten’s study is the emphasis on 
how Halacha was shaped by actual practice. One example of this can be found in a 13th century precept 
which banned menstruating women from the synagogue, and was proceeded by pious women who 
chose not to go to the synagogue while menstruating. 
Practicing Piety is truly a tour de force, covering so much more than just religious practice in the 
medieval period, including Jewish-Christian relations, social history, womens’ studies, and many other 
areas. This book is highly recommended.

Michelle Chesner, Columbia University

Bejarano, Margalit. The Jewish Community of Cuba: Memory and History. Jerusalem: The Hebrew 
University Magnes Press, 2014. 360 pp. $65.00. (9789654937634).

This book provides a history of the Jewish Diaspora community that established roots in Cuba, 
flourished, and was then driven into exile. Through first person narratives and reminiscences, Dr. 
Bejarano offers a fascinating history of Jewish immigration to Cuba and the development of a diverse 
community. Prior to WWI, Sephardic Jews immigrated from Turkey and Syria, followed by a wave of 
Ashkenazi immigrants from Eastern Europe in the 1920s, and later by Holocaust refugees.

Each chapter is introduced by an extensive historical background followed by oral histories and 
personal experiences. The testimonies of the interviewees bring to life the challenges of immigrant 
life and the realities of adjusting to a new country, as well as the creation of Jewish institutions and 
Jewish religious life, the growth in prosperity of the community and its collapse and dispersal to 
new countries after the government of Fidel Castro took power. These personal experiences, written 
in their own voices, is what sets this book apart from others written on the same subject. Highly 
recommended for all libraries.

Sonia Smith, McGill University, Canada

Berger, Joseph. The Pious Ones: The World of Hasidim and Their Battles with America. New York: 
Harper Perennial, 2014. 370 pp. $15.99. (9780062123343).

Recently many books have been written by disavowed, disenchanted Hasidim (e.g, Shulem Deen’s, 
All Who Go Do Not Return and Deborah Feldman’s Unorthodox) who have denounced and defamed 
the Hasidic way of life. In The Pious Ones, Joseph Berger describes Hasidic life in great detail from the 
perspective of Hasidim, both men and women, who are comfortable and completely satisfied with 
belonging to this often misunderstood group. Through enlightening interviews with strong adherents 
to Hasidism, Berger approaches his subject from a different point of view. We meet the proud daughter 
of Yitta Schwartz, a woman who survived the Bergen-Belsen concentration camp and who is survived 
by 2,000 living relatives. The reader begins to recognize that Hasidism consists of diverse groups, such 
as Lubavitch, Ger, Satmar, Belz, Vizhnitz and others, who follow a specific rabbi and live together in one 
insular enclave. Berger addresses and answers questions such as, why Hasidic men and women dress 
differently, why the men wear fur hats on Shabbat and holidays, why Hasidic men look at women, 
why the men study Talmud and not attend college, and these groups sometimes have strong political 
clout. The book contains a comprehensive glossary of common Yiddish and Hebrew terms. The Pious 
Ones is highly recommended for all libraries, because it explains in clear, comprehensible language 
everything you wanted to know about Hasidism, but did not know whom to ask.

Ilka Gordon, Beachwood, OH
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