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FOREWORD


The Lifestyle of a Practising Jew


Jews! What thoughts does this word precipitate in your mind?


Some will have a positive image combining industriousness, seriousness, intelligence and creativity. Others may focus on economic achievement. In contrast, there are those who will recall Shylock the miser in the Merchant of Venice and then there may even be some who claim that Jews work to a secret agenda as dark controllers of the world.


Among most Japanese people the domain of the Jew is regarded as a closed book, so here I am going to try to open those pages for you to provide a clearer insight into their world.


I think I am the right person for this task since I am that rare combination, both Japanese and a Jewish convert.


I work as a lawyer, specialising in corporate mergers and acquisitions, business law and worldwide patents. I am also an education consultant, helping Japanese children to study overseas. My own education, post childhood, was at the law schools of both Harvard and Pennsylvania University. The international nature of my work gave me the opportunity to observe Japanese life from the outside whilst at the same time allowing me to interact with many likeminded Jewish people.


The profound intellectual basis of Judaism impressed me to the extent of initiating my conversion. A unique aspect of the religion is the understanding of G-d via the process of questioning. This makes studying religion a ritual activity among Jews. My own decision to embrace this study myself led me to such impressive experiences that I became a convert. By taking you along my path to conversion I hope this book might help you relive many of these experiences with me. In addition, you may be able to make use of them in your future personal life.


As a nation, Japan seems to be flagging and there is widespread concern that it may be going through the process of decay. In the future Japanese people may not always be able to rely on their Government or well-established business institutions.


Historically, Jews had no country on which to rely until the foundation of Israel in 1948. They had always formed an ethnic minority in Christian or Islamic societies and in these circumstances had often suffered discrimination for being different.


However, Jews did not pass out of existence. Instead, they continued to make intellectual contributions to mankind. Of the 7.4 billion people on the planet only 14 million are Jews, yet they account for 30% of Nobel Prize recipients, having made brilliant achievements in science, economics and the arts.


The question is: what makes Jews so capable? In spite of all attempts to destroy or subjugate them, their wisdom, intellectuality and stored knowledge could not be destroyed. Jews overcame every imaginable form of discrimination to remain as essential contributors to human society.


I am keen to introduce my fellow countrymen to Jewish life because I can foresee that in future they too may need to find a way to survive in the global community. I am sure they have much to learn from the Jewish example.


I hope you will find inspiration and enjoyment in what you read here and I invite you to experience Jewish life through my personal story.




PROLOGUE


Living in the Present


In my early 50s I suffered a sudden problem with my health and became seriously ill. After state-of-the-art treatment in the US and a change of diet I recovered.


Now I can look back on that experience as beneficial. It taught me about the cost of overwork, the value of life and the true worth of family and friends. It also led me to an interest in mental issues and thence to my conversion to Judaism.


I was treated by Professor Gaynor of the Cornell University Medical School. In common with ancient Japanese thinking he believes that “all illness comes from the mind”. He advises his patients to be happy and relaxed and his treatments include the introduction of passages from the sutras of Tibetan Buddhism. He also uses the traditional Indian treatment of Ayurveda to activate the patient’s natural curing power. Though I never asked if he was Jewish he quoted passages from the Hebrew Bible and advised me in 2008:


“Kanji, the problems of the present dire economic situation must be keeping you extremely busy. Please do not be concerned about losing anything you have gained since birth because the fear of losing what you have causes the greatest stress to your immune system. Remember the verse in the Bible which tells us ‘You were made from dust and to dust you will return.’ It is therefore meaningless to allow yourself to be preoccupied by what you have gained in your lifetime. Though it is important to work hard you must avoid fighting things over which you have no power.”


Although it might appear easy to ignore circumstances over which one has no power, I found this a difficult process.


Throughout our lives we encounter unforeseen and unpredictable problems in spite of which life continues. Though there are religions which attribute misanthropic reasoning behind such problems Judaism encourages us to learn about G-d to create an ideal society and thence to rejoice and enjoy life as far as humanly possible until the time comes to return to dust.


If you are going through pain please remember the words of Prof. Gaynor and don’t stress yourself by trying to hang onto attachments. Perhaps this is one of the secrets of maintaining a happy life.


Remember too that Judaism is also a treasury of collective wisdoms for daily life. I believe they are feasible for everyone to follow and will make for a fruitful life.




CHAPTER 1



Fate – Omnia tempus habent



1. First Impressions of Judaism


A Foreigner Among Jews


Perhaps you wonder why I, a Japanese lawyer, the sixth scion of a very conservative merchant house, born in Kyoto, the ancient capital of Japan, became a Jew. I’ll tell you the entire story of my journey from the beginning.


I studied at Harvard Law School and the School of Law, University of Pennsylvania, where I made close friends with my fellow students. At Harvard, in 1976 I was admitted to the Institute of East Asian Legal Studies, a department of about 40 students and 10 lecturers.


Many years later, in Washington DC, Jeff, a Harvard contemporary, surprised me while reminiscing over dinner by pointing out that almost all our fellow students and lecturers had been Jewish. Though I was aware that there were Jews in our faculty I had never realised quite to what extent. One cannot identify Jews by the colour of their skin and not every Jew resembles the dark-skinned, hook-nosed stereotype of certain illustrated books, such as those from the Dickensian era. In fact Jews cannot be distinguished from other ethnicities, neither by genes nor blood group.


One of our principal professors at Harvard was Professor Jerome Cohen. I guessed he was Jewish from his surname which, incidentally, means ‘a wise man’ in Yiddish. However, nowadays surnames are not such indicators of Jewish origin because many Jews changed them to avoid the endemic anti-Semitic discrimination in western countries which continued into the mid-20th century and still exists, though more subtly, today. Especially in the USA, many adopted Anglo-Saxon sounding names.


I had never been bothered about others’ ethnicity or origin since I lived in a community of natural American courtesy. Furthermore, I had been too busy with my studies followed by work in the USA, post graduating, to ponder the ethnicity of those I encountered. So, asking Jeff in surprise how he found out that nearly everyone was Jewish, I was rather shocked to hear it was by “instinctive feeling”. I suppose, perhaps, his instinct might be similar to that which tells me what part of Japan a person comes from, or which other part of Eastern Asia.


A Highly Successful Minority


Harvard University is one of the most prestigious scholarly institutions in the world and the intense competition makes it extremely difficult for aspiring students to obtain a place. In spite of this, I learned that 30% of its students were Jewish. There are about 6 million Jews in the US, making up less than 2% of the national population. Considering this, the Jewish student-to-university-staff ratio is remarkably high. Furthermore, all the Jewish students (in both of my law schools) excelled.


The 1970s was a time when Japan attracted global attention for its economic success, a period when high volumes of electrical goods, scientific equipment, photographic merchandise and road vehicles were exported by us to the USA. This created an added interest in Japanese Law in the Institute, where researchers debated in Japanese whilst holding the Book of Japanese Six Major Laws in their hands. The students majored in American Law but minored in Japanese Law.


In the 1980s exports from Japan to the US increased to such a degree that it started to cause major trade friction. To circumvent potential conflict, Japanese companies promoted localisation by setting up manufacturing plants in the US and financial organisations invested to acquire a huge amount of American assets such as real estate, national bonds and equities. As a consequence, the need for Japanese-orientated legal services flooded in to Japanese-speaking solicitors from Harvard and other US law schools so that those Jews who studied Japanese Law enjoyed considerable business opportunities.


In the 1990s, Japan descended into long-term recession following the collapse of its bubble economy. This, in turn, led to the withdrawal of Japanese companies from the US, and divestment of their financial and immovable assets. Once again, legal services were much in demand and those solicitors previously mentioned had yet another money making opportunity. They also switched the direction of their business as Japan showed signs of depression. They studied Chinese, using their knowledge of kanji (the pictorial writing system common to both nations) and began offering their legal services to rapidly advancing Chinese businesses. Today, many students and lecturers of East Asian Legal Studies are Jewish, with China their main focus of interest.


My friend pointed out to me that Jewish education, culture and customs produced prescient, studious people who tended to be able to see what was going to happen next while also possessing the flexibility to change their business interests according to the times. This was where my quest for the Jewish way of life started.


2. Major Contribution from a Small Minority


Three out of Ten Nobel Prize Winners are Jewish


My research into Jews revealed that, on the whole, they are a tremendously gifted people.


Of the 7.4 billion people on earth, 14 million, or 0.2%, are Jewish. Slightly fewer than half of these are in Israel, whilst 6 million live in the USA. This tiny minority have contributed significantly to society and humanity, especially in intellectual fields.


An American newspaper survey to ascertain the individuals who had made the greatest impact over the 21st century rated the top three as follows:


1.  The economist Karl Marx who, with his book Das Kapital, played a significant role in the development of socialism.


2.  The psychologist Sigmund Freud, who founded the discipline of psychoanalysis and investigated the depths of human consciousness.


3.  The physicist Albert Einstein, who developed his Theory of General Relativity, opening up a new dimension for space studies together with a revolution in physics.


Each of them was born Jewish.


The Nobel Prize is regarded as the best-known and most prestigious award bestowed for cultural or scientific advances in the fields of physics, chemistry, medicine/physiology, literature, economics and world peace. Jews account for approximately 30% of all past recipients. It is noteworthy that 40% of past winners in the field of economics were Jews.


Leaders in Education and Business


I would like to point you towards the many achievements that Jews have made. Not only have Jews produced great thinkers and Nobel Prize recipients, but many of them are also active in the various fields of politics, economics and the arts all over the world.


The second largest population of Jews after Israel is in the USA. Many American Jews choose to enter the professions and large numbers of them have achieved exceptional performances in politics, IT, the media (including cinema), entertainment and music.


For example, the former Chairman of the US Federal Reserve Board Alan Greenspan, the former Chairman of the FRB Arthur Burns, the recipient of the Nobel Peace Prize and former US Secretary of State Henry Kissinger and the former Treasury Secretary of the Clinton Administration Robert Rubin are all Jewish.


In the media, the former owner of The New York Times, the Sulzberger family, is Jewish. The late Katherine Graham, the president of the Washington Post, was Jewish. The former New York City Mayor Michael Bloomberg, who founded the financial media empire Bloomberg, and the late Joseph Pulitzer, who established the Pulitzer Prize for outstanding achievements in journalism, were also Jewish.


Since its beginnings, there has been a strong Jewish influence in Hollywood, the centre of film production, and several major film companies were founded by Jews. In the music industry, too, a large number of Jews are involved in both production businesses and performing as singers, conductors and instrumentalists.


Jews have also left their mark on the business world: Microsoft’s co-head Steve Ballmer, the founder of Intel Andy Grove, the major Wall Street investor George Soros and Leo Melamed, who launched currency futures and derivatives in the Chicago Mercantile Exchange.


Throughout the financial crisis of 2008, two financial groups survived in the US: Goldman Sachs and JP Morgan Chase. The founder of Goldman Sachs was Jewish. Jews have achieved much in Europe as well. The Rothschild family ran a powerful Jewish conglomerate up until the beginning of the 20th century, and the founder of the British investment bank S.G. Warburg & Co. (now part of UBS) was also Jewish.
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