Praise for This Is How It Begins
Winner of the 2017 Maureen Egen Writers Exchange
Award from Poets and Writers
“A gripping and sensitive portrait of ordinary people wrestling with
ideological passions.”
—KIRKUS
“In this remarkable novel, Joan Dempsey brings together contemporary America and Holocaust-era Warsaw to tell a riveting tale of
family secrets, civil rights, and the persistence of memory. Here are
pastors and politicians, teachers and activists, historians and spies—
all of them, on every side of the cultural divide, imbued with genuine
humanity. This Is How It Begins is an essential story for our time.”
—Matthew Goodman, New York Times bestselling
author of Eighty Days: Nellie Bly and Elisabeth
Bisland’s History-Making Race Around the World
“Joan Dempsey’s debut novel explores the limits of empathy and the
unpredictability of violence. Thoughtful people who reach opposing
conclusions are at the all-too-human center of This Is How It Begins,
a prescient road map for our times.”
—Mary Rechner, Author of
Nine Simple Patterns for Complicated Women”
“Joan Dempsey’s spellbinding novel illuminates how the tides of history repeat themselves with different characters. When a group is
targeted for discrimination there will be resisters and rescuers, but
mostly bystanders. This is How It Begins superbly demonstrates the
clandestine nature of rescue, and the irony that those who ought to
be rewarded for their conscience and courage remain hidden, and
live in fear. Reading this moving adventure compels us to bear witness to the past and present and think about our own complacency to
everyday discrimination in our midst.”
—Eva Fogelman, Ph.D., Author of the Pulitzer Prize nominee
Conscience and Courage: Rescuers of Jews During the Holocaust

“Dempsey brings her characters to life with equal parts empathy
and tough-mindedness, from the three generations of the Zeilonka
family—refugees, artists, politicians, teachers—to the pastor and
radio host striving together to remake the United States into a
Christian nation. A riveting story of the clash between LGBT and
fundamentalist Christian cultures, and the way its violence reawakens historical trauma, this striking debut is essential reading for our
times.”
—Judith Frank, Author of All I Love and Know,
a Lambda Literary Award Finalist
“Into these tumultuous and politically polarized times comes a beautifully wrought novel that plumbs the roots of bigotry, hatred and
intolerance. This Is How It Begins makes it clear that we have been
down this road before and we ignore the lessons of history at our own
peril. A riveting, immensely satisfying read.”
—Bill Lundgren, co-author of Becoming (Other)wise:
Enhancing Critical Reading Perspectives
“Joan Dempsey’s debut novel is a compelling story that seems to rise
out of the rancor of current national headlines—about hate, bigotry,
and intolerance. The story has deep roots in the darkness of the horrific persecution and betrayal of Jews during World War II. Twin
story lines—then and now—illuminate how close we yet remain to
the hellish cauldron that fear enflames.”
—Frank O. Smith, Author of Dream Singer,
a Bellwether Prize finalist
“This exquisitely drawn and timely novel will remind you why we
have freedom of expression, ideas, sexuality and religion, and leave
you wondering why we’re so quick to forget the lessons of the past.”
—Paddy Murphy, Material Pictures
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Questions for Discussion
1.

At the heart of This Is How It Begins lies the theme of empathy—the ability to share someone else’s feelings. At what key
moments in the novel do you see empathy in action, either
from the characters themselves, or in the way the author portrays the characters? Why are these moments so important?

2. As you read, when did you yourself feel empathy? Who did
you feel it for, and why? Were you at all surprised by your
feelings?
3. Warren Meck and Izaac Rosenberg demonstrate mutual
respect for one another. What is it that allows them each to
feel such respect, despite their differences?
4.

In the final chapter, Ludka testifies before the legislative committee, and one of the things she says is “The
Holocaust began in hearts of people. As soon as you go
and say ‘that Jew,’ it has begun. That is where it starts.
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That is the beginning.” Name-calling dehumanization,
bullying, ridicule, and slurs are all early behaviors that,
if left unchecked, can develop into discrimination, biasmotivated violence, and—ultimately—genocide. Where in
the novel do you see these behaviors? From whom?
5. Violent assaults, including arson, play an important role in
this novel. What happened as a result of those actions? What
do you think those perpetrating the violence hoped to gain?
Did they or didn’t they succeed?
6.

In the final chapter, Ludka decides to testify, and also to
sketch, to bear witness once again to the rise of hatred, as
she did during WWII. What prompted her decision—what
does testifying and sketching indicate about how Ludka has
changed?

7.

The author takes care not to directly compare the discrimination in her story with the Holocaust. Why do you think she
made that choice?

8. Meck and Ludka both face crushing blows when they discover they’ve been betrayed by the people closest to them—
Pastor Royce, and Oskar, respectively. How are these betrayals important to the plot?
9. Think about the myriad artworks in the novel—at the Baldwin
Museum, in Ludka and Izaac’s home, at the State House, at
the Jewish Historical Institute, and in Oskar’s studio. Why do
you think art is so central? What role does art play?
10. What secrets are the characters keeping from each other,
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and what motivates them to keep those secrets? What happens when each secret is revealed? What might have been
different in the lives of the characters had each secret been
revealed earlier?
11. Why do you think Ludka hoarded the Chopin portrait over
all those years? And why do you think Izaac secreted his
father’s watch? Why didn’t they tell each other about these
items? What do these objects represent?
12. Warren Meck wants to ensure that Christian kids can speak
about their sincerely held religious beliefs, and those supporting Tommy and the other teachers who were fired want
to ensure that this religious speech does not contribute to
homophobia or incite discrimination against the LGBTQ
community. Do you think these two competing rights can
peacefully coexist in our American democracy? How might
we achieve this?
13. The two sides in this novel—the progressive left and the conservative Christian right—each contain a political spectrum
that ranges from liberal to conservative. How does the author
show each of these spectrums on both sides? What do you
make of this?
14. Participatory democracy is on full display in this novel. Think
about all the ways in which the characters engage politically.
How effective or ineffective do you think they are? What does
this tell you about democracy in general?
15. What does how fathers are portrayed in the novel—in both
minor and major roles—say about fatherhood?
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Books I Found Helpful
On Art
Blatter, Janet and Sybil Milton, Art of the Holocaust, The Rutledge
Press, New York, 1981
Czapliński, Czesław, Polish Art Collections in America, Fundacja
Dobrej Ksiażki, 2005
Edsel, Robert M., The Monuments Men: Allied Heroes, Nazi
Thieves, and the Greatest Treasure Hunt in History, Center
Street, New York, Boston, Nashville, 2009

On the Christian Culture War
Alexander-Moegerle, Gil, James Dobson’s War on America,
Prometheus Books, Amherst, NY, 1997
Gilgoff, Dan, The Jesus Machine: How James Dobson, Focus on the
Family, and Evangelical America Are Winning the Culture War,
St. Martin’s Griffin, New York, 2008
Goldberg, Michelle, Kingdom Coming: The Rise of Christian
Nationalism, W.W. Norton & Company, New York and London,
2006
Harris, Sam, The End of Faith: Religion, Terror, and the Future
of Reason, W.W. Norton & Company, New York and London,
2005
Hedges, Chris, American Fascists: The Christian Right and the
War on America, Free Press, New York, London, Toronto,
Sydney, 2006
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O’Reilly, Bill, Culture Warrior, Broadway Books, New York, 2006
Sheldon, Rev. Louis P., The Agenda: The Homosexual Plan to
Change America, FrontLine, Lake Mary, FL, 2005

On Human Nature
Block, Gay and Malka Drucker, Rescuers: Portraits of Moral
Courage in the Holocaust, Holmes & Meier Publishers, Inc.,
New York and London, 1992
Fogelman, Eva, Conscience & Courage: Rescuers of Jews During
the Holocaust, Anchor Books, New York, 1994
Tec, Nechama, When Light Pierced the Darkness: Christian Rescue
of Jews in Nazi-Occupied Poland, Oxford University Press,
New York and Oxford, 1986
Zimbardo, Philip, The Lucifer Effect: Understanding How Good
People Turn Evil, Random House Trade Paperbacks, New York,
2007

On Warsaw During WWII
Ackerman, Diane, The Zookeeper’s Wife: A War Story, W.W.
Norton & Company, Inc., New York, 2007
Grynberg, Michał, Ed., Philip Boehm, translator, Words to Outlive
Us: Eyewitness Accounts from the Warsaw Ghetto, Picador, New
York, 2003
Gutman, Israel, Resistance: The Warsaw Ghetto Uprising,
Houghton Mifflin Company, Boston and New York, 1994
Ringelblum, Emmanuel, edited by Jacob Sloan, Notes from the
Warsaw Ghetto, iBooks, Inc., New York, 2006

Reader’s Guide

399

Tomaszewski, Irene and Tecia Werbowski, Żegota: The Council for
Aid to Jews in Occupied Poland 1942–45, Price-Patterson Ltd.,
Montreal, Quebec, Canada, 1999

