
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
ABOUT THE BOOK: 
 
This novel is the story of Ezra Siman Tov, a simple and humble man who 
works as a laundry presser in the Nahlaot neighborhood of Jerusalem. The 
book traces the arc of Ezra's daily life, from his morning prayers at the Zoharei 
Hamah Synagogue to his afternoons at the market and his evening study 
classes. Sabato weaves Ezra's story in with those of others in his 
neighborhood: the blind violinist who owes Ezra a deep debt of gratitude; the 
arrogant scholar who studies the poetry and prayers that sustain Ezra's 
spiritual life; the yeshiva student who longs to write a great treatise on the 
Talmud. At the heart of this book is the sad and painful secret lodged deep 
within Ezra's heart, a secret that might tear him apart were it not for his 
abiding faith.  
 

 
ABOUT THE AUTHOR: 
 
Haim Sabato was born in Cairo in 1952, the descendant of a long line of 
rabbis from Aleppo, Syria. He was forced with his family to leave Egypt in 
1957, and settled in the Jerusalem immigrant neighborhood of Beit Mazmil. 
Sabato attended a yeshiva of the national religious community and did his 
army service as a gunner in the tank corps. Among the reservists called up 
following the Yom Kippur attack of 1973, he fought against the Syrians in the 
Golan. It was this experience that he felt compelled to write about thirty years 
later in Adjusting Sights, which won the Sapir Prize for Literature. Haim 
Sabato now teaches in a Yeshiva near Jerusalem, which he co-founded.  
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QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION:  

 
1. How is prayer incorporated into the fabric of Ezra's daily routine? 

 
2. How does Ezra find spiritual meaning in his job? 

 
3. How does Ezra prepare for Shabbat? Is there anything that surprises 

you about his routine? 
 

4. How would you describe the relationship between Ezra and his brother-
in-law Doctor Yehudah Tawil? 0How do their attitudes towards one 
another reflect each of their personalities?  

 
5. What is Ezra's relationship to the mitzvot [commandments]? See, in 

particular, the description of the way he lives through the annual 
holiday cycle (p. 33-34). Can you relate to any of his customs and 
practices? 

 
6. Who are the "Jerusalem faithful" often referred to in this book? What 

are some of their customs and practices? Are there any comparable 
"old-timers" in your neighborhood, and if so, what are their habits? 

 
7. Ezra is described as a storyteller, as distinct from the writer who 

appears throughout the book. What is the difference between a 
storyteller and a writer as presented here? How does each man need 
the other?  

 
8. At several points in this book, Ezra is insulted or taken advantage of by 

other characters, including Doctor Tawil and the married yeshiva 
student. How does Ezra react to these affronts? What prevents him 
from seeming pathetic or pitiful?  

 
9. What are the sources of pain and sadness in Ezra's life? What does 

each reveal about his personality? How does he deal with these 
emotions?  

 
10. At the beginning of the book, Ezra tells the writer the story of four 

friends playing in a field. He asks the writer how he would conclude the 
story. What are the other unresolved issues in Ezra's life, and how 
does he deal with them? 
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11. How do Sabato's characterizations explore the relationship between 

piety and scholarship? Who are the pious, faithful characters, and who 
are the ambitious scholarly ones? Which types of characters are more 
drawn to prayer, and which are more drawn to Torah study? Does 
Sabato privilege one way of living and being over the other?  

 
12. Consider Haham Pinto's deathbed blessing to Ezra (p. 154-5). What is 

the prediction he makes, and does it come true at the end of the book?  
 

13. Consider Madame Sarah's reaction when her sons suggest that she 
and Ezra consider moving to Netanya. What does her response reveal 
about the significance of Jerusalem to her and to Ezra?  

 
14. The Talmud distinguishes between a "heavenly Jerusalem" and an 

"earthly Jerusalem," a place of the spirit and a physical point on the 
map. What are the characteristics of each, as presented by Sabato? 
What are the changes that are underwent in both realms over the 
course of the novel? 

 
15. Why do you think that the subtitle chosen for this book is "A Jerusalem 

Tale"? Would it be possible for this story to have taken place anywhere 
else in the world? What would have had to be different?  
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REVIEW QUOTES: 
 
 
Consider these quotes individually. What does each add to your 
understanding of Shalev and his work? Do you agree with the claims they 
make?  
 
"Characters in Sabato's book seem to function as illustrations of his moral 
messages: In this case, that there are alternative paths to holiness, rather 
than one formulaic direction . . . The novel's major characters are more like 
archetypes than personalities . . . For this and other reasons, The Dawning of 
the Day seems best understood as a parable of spiritual redemption." 
--Leslie Cohen, The Jerusalem Post 
 
"Haim Sabato's characters are Jews who use the language of prayer and of 
Jewish texts in their daily language, in the same way a baseball fan might call 
on sports metaphors or someone else might allude to popular culture . . . 
Sabato's writing has been compared to that of Nobel laureate S.Y. Agnon for 
his rich and natural use of Jewish language." 
--Sandee Brawarsky, The Jewish Week 
 
"Sabato's writing wells up from deep sources that will carry you away and 
continually surprise. His prose, which has not only religious energy, but 
penetrating observation, explores hidden and conflicting impulses. His writing 
captivates and inspires a deep trust." 
--Shimon Peres 
 
"The writing of Haim Sabato is praised as one of the clearest voices in the 
literature written in recent years." 
--Dov Elbaum 
 
 
 
 

 
OTHER BOOKS BY HAIM SABATO AVAILABLE IN ENGLISH: 
 
Aleppo Tales (Toby Press, 2005) 
Adjusting Sights (Toby Press, 2003) 
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A TOUR OF EZRA'S NEIGHBORHOOD: 
 
 
THE MAHANE YEHUDAH NEIGHBORHOOD 
 
Zorharei Hamah Synagogue (92 Jaffa Street) – The name of this synagogue 
literally means "rays of the sun." It was founded in 1908 by Rabbi Samuel 
Levy, an American who had moved to Israel. The building originally functioned 
both as a hostel for visitors to Jerusalem and as a study hall and synagogue. 
Levy installed a system of clocks on the third floor: a sundial set to Jerusalem 
time; a clock on the left set to European time; and a clock to the right showing 
the time according to the "Arab" clock, in which 12:00 is our 6:00. In 1940 a 
fire destroyed the wooden attic and the synagogue on the fourth floor, though 
a synagogue by that name functions on the ground floor – presumably where 
Ezra would regularly pray.  
 
Addas Synagogue – This grand synagogue, located between Bezalel and 
Agrippas streets, was founded in 1901 with a donation from the wealthy 
Addas family from Aleppo, Syria.  
 
Me'ah She'arim – This neighborhood was established in 1874 by religious 
Jerusalemites who purchased the land from the Arabs. Its name, which 
means "100 Gates," was taken from the Torah reading of the week the society 
was founded; in actuality, though, Mea Shearim has just six gates. Until the 
eve of World War I, these gates were locked every night and not reopened 
until the morning. During the British Mandate, the neighborhood had a large 
Zionist population, but they were replaced by ultra-orthodox Holocaust 
survivors who had fled to the country in the 1940s and 1950s. As the years 
went on, the community of Mea Shearim became more secluded and isolated 
from the non-ultra-Orthodox population, and today, modest dress is expected 
of all visitors.  
 
Mahane Yehudah market (between Agrippas and Jaffa streets) – This market, 
filled with vendors hawking fresh fruits and vegetables, fish, meat, hummus, 
and other enticing wares, was originally called Beit Yaakov, which was the 
name of a nearby neighborhood. Arabs would come to sell their produce, and 
the market grew steadily during the first quarter of the twentieth century. In the 
late 1920s, sanitary conditions grew so terrible that the British ordered the 
merchants to vacate the area; but the Jewish Community of Jerusalem 
organized bank loans for all the vendors, enabling them to rebuild a more 
orderly marketplace. The construction was completed in 1931, though the roof 
covering the main artery was constructed more recently. Today Mahane 
Yehudah remains one of the main Jerusalem shopping areas and one of the 
loudest and most colorful attractions in the city.  
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