Jewish Dharma: a guide to the practice of Judaism and Zen by Brenda Shoshanna Ph D.Philadelphia: De Capo Press, 2008. 291pp
Brenda Shoshanna was raised in an orthodox Jewish family in New York and is currently apractising psychologist with over 25 year’s experience. Over the years her studies and practice have lead her to an integration of her Judaism with a practice of Zen. She still lives in New York City.

Her book was something of an eye-opener for me, as Brenda lovingly describes her own experience of hearing the Torah from a deeply sensitive and prayerful family. It is moving to hear, from one of such experience, an aspect of Judaism that is a far cry from the political and media reportage we get elsewhere. The book is essentially down to earth and practical but above all it is full of hope, freedom and joy. We are presented with twelve chapters that take the reader through everything from prayer (Jewish and Zen) to the practical considerations of life such as relationships, death, self discovery, world peace, caring for others and sorrows. I was particularly touched by her anecdotal description of the Sabbath and how we need to heed the lessons of this and incorporate it into our frenetic lives today. Throughout the book there are many down-to-earth practical exercises to deal with real life situations which we are all faced with at some time. She includes an epilogue which gives some useful suggestions on how she combines her  Judaism with Zen practice. These can be useful as pointers for Christians and others who wish to incorporate Zen practice into their lives. It’s easy to read and well-worth the time and cost.
Zen Contemplation: A Bridge of Living Water by Elaine MacInnes. Ottawa: Novalis, 2001. 244 pp.

For those who don’t know her already, let me briefly introduce Sister Elaine MacInnes to you.  She wa born in Canada in 1924 and after her school studies which included the Juilliard School of Music she entered Our Lady’s Missionaries in 1953.   She was sent on an assignment to Japan in 1961 where she became interested in Zen Buddhism and began to practice Zazen.  She trained under Yamada Koun Roshi of Kamakura.  In 1980, along with Father Enomiya-Lassalle S.J.,  she was installed as a Zen Roshi.  They were the first Roman Catholics to receive this accreditation.  She was transferred to the Philippines where she established a Zen Centre.  In 1992 she came to Oxford, England where she became the director of the Prison Phoenix Trust which encourages long term prisoners to practice meditation.  She retired and returned to Canada in 1999 and in 2001 she was named an Officer of the Order of Canada which honours Canadians for exemplary achievement.  
This book published in 2001 is an autobiography describing her spiritual journey while in that context giving some reliable and solid teaching on Zen Practice.  She makes some very important connections between Buddhist teachings, contemporary science and the ancient tradition of contemplative prayer.  Set within the context of her personal life the material presented does not come across as remote or esoteric.  The writing style makes the book easy to read yet it clearly makes some important challenges to Christians who are drawn to a silent prayer with an interest in inter-faith dialogue.  There are of course some elements when she discusses health, dietary and other social issues that one may find questionable but even what she says here is thought provoking.    Altogether I commend this book on two levels; for the interest in the journey of a remarkably talented woman open to today’s challenges in life and also for her encouraging words on the practice of Zen.
Etty Hillesum: A life Transformed by Patrick Woodhouse. London: Continuum, 2009. 160pp.

On March 9, 1941 a 27 year old Dutch Jewish student living in Amsterdam began her diary which was kept right up to her death in Auschwitz in 1943.  The diary is published with her letters as Etty: The Letters and Diaries of Etty Hillesum 1941 -1943 by Eerdmans Publishing.   It is a remarkable book and in itself it certainly worth reading the 800 pages.  My own copy is well used and  has passages underlined on more than half the pages.  It is above all a remarkable account of the last few years of a remarkable human being in the most horrific circumstances.  Patrick Woodhouse’s  little book is an excellent commentary on her life demonstrating the way in which this hedonistic and somewhat immoral by religious standards young woman’s life is totally transformed into someone who comes to recognise that God lies at the centre of her being out of which she must live her life.  in spite of all the atrocities that are going on against even family members and fiends he discovers that she cannot hate.   She is helped in her exploration by Julius Spier, a psychotherapist within the Jungian tradition.  Spier encouraged her and all his pupils to take time every morning for withdrawal, for reflection, for listening.  Etty began this as what she referred to as “the Buddhist quarter of an hour.”  She found it hard to do with a lot of “clutter ever present” but she let the aim be “to turn one’s innermost being into a vast empty plain, with none of that treacherous undergrowth to impede the view.  So that something of ‘God’ can enter you, and something of ‘Love’ too.”   She began to become aware of the dangers of thinking too much and remarks, “Thinking gets you nowhere….you have to make yourself passive then and just listen.  Re-establish contact with a slice of eternity.”  Her life was transformed with a redirection of her erotic energy that was so destructive for her in her early years to be something that was creative and life-giving to others as well as herself.  In many ways she comes to have much the same experience of God as the great martyr Bonhoeffer whose writing speak of a God who is vulnerable in the world.  In the 1960’s Thomas Merton wrote eloquently of the necessity of a journey inward and Etty forcefully bears witness to that in her own life.  Etty is someone who encourages us in this essential task and  we will find both her own writing and this book helpful in orientating our own life towards the Christian task of inner transformation.  
