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THE JOURNEY OF JAKOB AND PETER
ACROSS EASTERN EUROPE

Discussion Questions

1. In this story, we are privy to an overview of Jakob’s
nearly century-long life. In what ways did Jakob change
or not change over the decades? What things prevented
or contributed to his ability to change?
2. Nel, on the other hand, was less than half a century old
and received the benefits of a safe upbringing. In what
ways did she change after going home to South Haven?
In what ways did she stay the same? What were the
contributing factors to these changes?
3. Many Americans find themselves part of the “sandwich
generation,” caring for aging parents while at the same
time trying to care for their own children. Are you
able to identify with Nel’s struggles to understand and
care for her father as his health deteriorates? In what
ways?
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4. Nearly twice as many Jews as were killed in the
Holocaust—some estimates are as high as eleven
million—were massacred in Eastern Europe and
especially Ukraine in the decades leading up to
World War II. Why do you suppose these pogroms
are so little known today? In what ways were they
similar to or different from the attacks on Jews by
the Nazis during World War II?
5. Since ISIS first invaded the Middle East, heinous
reports have emerged about the genocide of Christians
in the region. Darfur, Rwanda, Bosnia, and Cambodia
are other regions where people groups have been
targeted over the last century for genocide based on
their ethnicity, religion, or both. How has society
learned—or not learned—from history as it relates to
the advancement or prevention of genocide?
6. Which character in this novel do you identify with
most? Why?
7. The novel makes many references to Jewish traditions
throughout Jakob and Peter’s escape to America. Do
any of these traditions resonate with New Testament
teachings and practices?
8. How do you see the promises of the Old Testament
reflected in Jakob and Peter’s journey? Do you think
Jakob sees evidence of these promises by the end of
the story? Why or why not?
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9. Nel was so preoccupied with her own busyness that she
didn’t fully realize the decline in her parents’ health.
Share a time when your own preoccupations prevented
you from being as “present” as you wish you had been.
10. Mattie is a lifelong family friend of the Stewarts. How
did her own life story help Nel and Jakob?
11. The metaphor of how rocks and minerals are
discovered and shaped runs throughout the story. How
have you seen this process unfold in your own life? Can
you think of another hobby or tangible process that
parallels the way God works in our lives?
12. Think of an event in history—your own, your
ancestors’, or humanity’s—that you’ve learned from.
Why is it significant to you? What has it taught you?
13. Nel eventually becomes more open to a relationship
with David. What factors contribute to this change
in her?
14. Read Isaiah 43:18 and Deuteronomy 4:9. Compare and
contrast what God says about memories in these verses.
Are there other Scriptures that you have turned to
when faced with guilt and shame or the fear that God
has abandoned you?
15. Read Psalm 13. Describe the differences in the author’s
thoughts between the first and last stanzas. What does
this tell you about how we can talk with God?
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16. This novel begins with a quote from Charles Spurgeon
about “Jehovah-Shammah.” This name for the Lord
is found in Ezekiel 48:35 and means “The Lord Is
There.” How has this novel impacted your belief—
or disbelief—in the characteristics of this name for
Yahweh?

Suggestions for Further Reading

A lot of researchwent into this novel, and like me, you might
be interested in reading more about some of the themes in
the book. Listed below are resources that I found to be both
helpful and interesting.
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The Golden Age Shtetl: A New History of Jewish Life in
East Europe by Yohanan Petrovsky-Shtern
Wonder of Wonders: A Cultural History of Fiddler on
the Roof by Alisa Solomon
Borderland: A Journey through the History of Ukraine
by Anna Reid
Forgotten Fire by Adam Bagdasarian
The Chosen by Chaim Potok
Erased: Vanishing Traces of Jewish Galicia in P
 resent‑Day
Ukraine by Omer Bartov
“Holodomor Facts and History,” Holodomorct.org,
accessed August 31, 2018, http://holodomorct.org
/holodomor-facts-and-history/.
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LAPIDARY ARTS
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Gem Cutting: A Lapidary’s Manual, 2nd edition by
John Sinkankas
Smithsonian Handbooks: Rocks and Minerals by
Chris Pellant

AGING AND DEMENTIA

•
•

•

Still Alice by Lisa Genova
No Act of Love Is Ever Wasted: The Spirituality of
Caring for Persons with Dementia by Jane Marie
Thibault and Richard L. Morgan
Not Alone: Encouragement for Caregivers by
Nell E. Noonan

