
1. What was your idea of a mystical experience before reading The 12th Commandment?  
How did your conception of it change as you read?

2. Natan of Flatbush manages to keep the community at the Caves going for a couple of decades. 
What do you think draws people to him, and why?

3. This is a novel that actively plays with genre—as Karen Russell says in her quote about the 
book, it’s kind of a “theological noir.” How do you think the feeling of the book as a kind of 
murder mystery came together with its religious questions over the course of the novel?

4. Is there a single villain in this book? If so, who? And is there a hero?

5. Unlike in many crime stories, in this one we actually don’t learn that much about who 
Osman was as a person, save for how his friends cared for him, and how much his father 
loved him. How did this effect your response to the revelations at the end of the novel?

6. While the Dönme live outwardly as Muslims and in their community as Jewish mystics, the 
extent of their Islamic practices is relatively small. Why do you think this is the case in the 
post–9/11 Ohio they inhabit?

7. The setting of the Caves, and the broader surroundings of central Ohio, come to be so 
important that they are almost a character in the novel. What role do you think the setting 
plays here?

8. There’s a ton of language from Jewish mysticism, and from 
the Hasidic practices of Judaism, in the book. How much  
of it did you know coming in? Did it enhance or inhibit 
your enjoyment of the story?

9. In the last pages of the book, we learn of Natan of 
Flatbush’s fate through a prophecy he wrote before the 
events happen. How does this effect your understanding of 
the book’s ending? How much do we actually know about 
what happens to Natan?

10. The book presents a kind of new theological idea that 
Natan invented out of the Hasidism he was raised with, 
called Ein Sofism. How does this idea come to influence  
the events and characters in the book?
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