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we’ve got some time to read and we want to work on ourselves, what’s the 
first thing to pick up?
Self-help books, of course. Everything’s neatly laid out, there are clear 
directions, lessons a day, specific goals. … It’s the tidiest way to bring 
about change.
Until my neighbor’s 11-year-old daughter told me she wanted to be like 
Rebbetzin Henny Machlis when she grows up. I doubt she’d have come to 

that conclusion if her teachers had given her assignments with pages of mussar on how to become a 
baalas chessed who feeds and cares for half of Yerushalayim. he self-help industry is huge. Think $11 
billion huge, in the form of books, speeches and recorded material. And it’s only getting bigger.

Think the classics like How to Win Friends and Influence People (although some have labeled this 
a more manipulative book than an actual self-help book) and The Seven Habits of Highly Effective 
People (which has made its way into just about every workplace pep talk and teacher’s PD day), just 
to name two. The choices are endless.

(Some cynics point out that the self-help industry is predisposed to keeping Westerners unhappy 
and unhelped so that they will keep spending on all those books, speeches and recorded materials to 
get their fix. But either way, whether genuinely helpful or simply profiteering, the self-help industry 
is a colossus).

While self-help material may be powerful and life-changing, what if there’s an alternative path, 
one that is more subtle but more demonstrably life-altering?

Self-help books may be full of worthy direction, but human psychology dictates that we tend to 
reject direction because of a phenomenon known as reactance. In short, the more the direction 
comes our way, the more likely we are to shut it all out and continue blissfully along in our 
unworthy ways.

Which is where reverse psychology comes in. We’ve all pulled this one off before.
Take 1: Mom: You should really wear a coat, it’s cold. 
Child: No way! I’m hot. 
Take 2: Mom: You don’t have to wear a coat. 
Child: I’m freezing! I need my coat.
What if it works that way with adults as well? While 

self-help books may present a clear and wise set of 
directives, maybe we learn best if we’re not 
being directed at all.

Enter the power of the biography.

if
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What’s in a Story?
For Rutger Bruining, CEO of StoryTerrace, it’s the per-

sonal, the biographical, that gives us purpose, context and 
direction.

While he admires the breadth of knowledge and expe-
rience that many popular biographies can offer, be it 
business acumen from successful founders, performance 
tips from top athletes or inventiveness from academic 
researchers, his real passion is for the unwritten biogra-
phies — the stories we were raised on.

“The autobiographies or life stories of family members 
… provide opportunities to learn subconsciously; about 
your heritage, why family members have certain char-
acter traits, how you can bounce back from setbacks just 
like those that came before you, recognizing crossroads 
in life, etc.,” he describes in an interview with Hamo-
dia. For him, self-help books are useful for consciously 

working on and developing a certain quality or skill, 
but absorbing the stories of our families causes 

us to grow through osmosis. “The interest-
ing part is that you are not making an 

effort to learn something specif-
ic but adding knowledge 

that you can tap into 
throughout your 

life to help 
y o u 

b e t -
ter under-

stand where 
you want to go, and 

to inspire you to make the 
sacrifices you need to make to 

get there,” he says.
“The first things we all learn come 

from our parents, from mimicking speech 
and language to looking both way before crossing 

the street,” he continues. “Each person has a wealth of 
knowledge and experience to pass down to the next gen-
eration that is both unique and irreplaceable. Biographies 
offer a glimpse into some of the most challenging lives 
that have ever been lived and how [these challenges have 
been] overcome. What is often missed is the value of the 
life stories of our relatives, who — in relative obscurity — 
have often lived lives that we could all learn from.”

StoryTerrace connects everyday people with pro-
fessional ghostwriters to help them document their life 
stories into biographies, autobiographies or memoirs. Its 
mission is “to create a world in which every story is cap-
tured and passed on for the benefit of future generations.”

Mr. Bruining earned a degree in Business Economics 
at the University of Amsterdam, then pursued an MBA at 
New York’s Columbia University. He landed a position as 
Investment Director at Arle Capital in London, and then 
… he quit his job in 2013 to tell tales and collect anecdotes.

Why?
Because of his grandparents.
Recollecting his childhood years of listening to his 

grandfather tell story after story while the two of them 
played backgammon, Rutger’s main regret was that he 
failed to write them all down, especially after his grand-
parents passed away. “I couldn’t recall the details of the 
stories that I had imagined so vividly back in years past. 
… I promised myself that I wouldn’t let this happen to me 
and my stories.”

But things didn’t go too well for him. During one 
road trip he had planned to capture all the details of the 

adventure, but he was so overwhelmed by the experience 
that he only realized halfway through that he’d forgotten 
to write everything down. There were other mishaps — 
bumpy bus rides through Argentina and lost notebooks — 
enough to convince him that writing wasn’t his particular 
panacea.

Unless someone else could do the writing. He could 
just do the living part. 

And this is the premise upon which StoryTerrace is 
based.

“A biographer for every person,” he explains. With over 
500 professional writers in its network, StoryTerrace 
shadchans “story-livers” with story-writers to create a 
memoir for each person and his or her descendants. 

“Once I had the idea to capture life stories at scale 
using professional writers, I decided to quit my job as 
an investment manager in private equity,” Mr. Bruining 
describes. “Lost stories and heritage are a universal issue, 
and it is so important that we celebrate and learn from the 

Its mission is “to 
create a world in 

which every story is 
captured and passed 
on for the benefit of 
future generations.”
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lives of our ancestors that I knew I had to follow my heart and 
jump into the deep end.”

While Rutger may have missed an opportunity during his 
own childhood to capture the minutiae of his grandparents’ 
lives, a gift of sorts turned up recently to mitigate the loss.

“A few years after starting StoryTerrace, my parents were 
cleaning up their basement,” he recalls. “The storage was par-
tially filled with boxes of stuff from my grandparents. While 
these contained many interesting artifacts, the most import-
ant item that surfaced was a diary from my grandfather from 
the last period of the Second World War. And as a result, even 
though I neglected to record his stories when he was alive, at 
least we now know the exact words he chose to describe how 
he felt being separated from his wife and how his resistance 
group supported the Allied invasion.”

Jewish Literature
Biographies are certainly a powerful force in the Orthodox 

community, and have been a vibrant part of the Jewish literary 
world since ArtScroll started printing its early classics back in 
the 1970s, but today they’re not usually bestsellers.

Rabbi Nosson Scherman, in an interview with Hamodia, 
said that he is disappointed in the relatively mild success of 
most biographies on the market. “There are some exceptions,” 
he pointed out, “like the biographies of Rebbetzin Kanievsky, 
Harav Nosson Tzvi Finkel, and Harav Belsky. Others that 
should have been popular have been relatively, shall we say, 
ordinary. … I personally love biographies. I’ve always been a 
history buff, and love to learn about people.”

Why are biographies cruising along at “ordinary”?
“Part of it is people don’t have the patience to read long 

things,” Rabbi Scherman says. “They like stories, like [those 
told by] Rabbi Paysach Krohn, Rabbi Spero, etc., who do won-
derful work and who are excellent writers, but it’s not the same 
as reading a 300- or 400-page biography.

“The attention span is limited; any Rebbi or teacher will tell 
you that. In general, girls read a lot more than boys; boys don’t 
read enough,” he says.

What do they go for?
“Basketball,” he says with a laugh. “But joking aside, they 

don’t read as much as they should.” 
Which of course triggers the question we parents constant-

ly ask ourselves: How do we get them to read as much as they 
should?

“The regular way,” Rabbi Scherman advises. “Assignments, 
giving prizes, hoping they’ll become interested. It’s unpredict-
able. Some of my grandchildren are voracious readers, and 
others like simple stuff, stories. Even though their parents 
enjoy reading themselves.”

As to which category of literature inspires change and 
growth, Rabbi Scherman seems to favor biographies.

“Biographies have a lot to say. Sometimes biographies come 
across as praise heaped upon praise, but there is a lot to learn 
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Biographies 
cannot replace 

all self-help 
books, nor do 
they have the 

same goal.

from a good biography. No one can 
read about Harav Nosson Tzvi Finkel 
or Harav Yisroel Belsky without feel-
ing, ‘I want to be like them; I want do 
to things for Klal Yisrael.’

“I’ve heard Rebbetzin Kanievsky’s 
book had a great impact on people,” 
he says. “I have a friend who told me 
he read [the book about] Harav Belsky 
twice; it’s a mussar sefer. He was a 
talmid, and it brought back memo-
ries. For this talmid, reading about 
his Rebbi when he was a mature man 
in his 50s, as opposed to a 17-year-old 
bachur, gave him a much deeper understanding of his 
Rebbi.

“On a personal note — Harav Yaakov Kamenetsky’s 
biography — I knew him, was close to him, and I edited 
the book — had a profound impact on me.”

That’s not to say that self-help books are not just as 
potent. Rabbi Scherman points to Harav Zelig Pliskin’s 
books, which have been very successful, as well as 
Rabbi Dr. Abraham J. Twerski’s many books, which he 
describes as being “both profound and delightful.”

ArtScroll’s bestsellers, after the ArtScroll siddur and 
Chumash, are actually Rabbi David Ashear’s books on 
emunah, and the true stories of Rabbi Krohn and Rabbi 
Yechiel Spero.

Eichler’s Judaica store told Hamodia that there are 
some popular biographies that sell well, like All for the 
Boss, A Tzaddik in Our Time, and Guardian of Jerusalem. 
Sometimes there will be a spate of biographies which 
come out Sukkos time (five, this past year), followed by a 
relatively quiet stretch — sometimes six months or even 
a year without any at all. Some of the newer, popular ones 
are about Harav Aharon Yehuda Leib Shteinman, zt”l, 
and Harav Nosson Tzvi Finkel, zt”l. 

As for the biography vs. self-help book debate, Rabbi 
Eli Hollander at Feldheim Publishers starts off by noting 
that the two are not interchangeable; both come to serve 
different needs. “Biographies cannot replace all self-
help books, nor do they have the same goal, but I would 
agree with the premise that a biography can, at times, be 
more effective than a ‘dry’ self-help book in encouraging 
change in people, and teaching a behavior, a way of act-
ing, in a specific situation,” he says.

One of the keys — some level of relatability. “If the 
reader can identify with the subject of the biography, not 
feel that the subject of the biography was on a complete-
ly different, unattainable level, out of range of the read-
er, and can believe that the inspiring behavior related is 
realistic for him or her to attain, then the reader, after 
reading the biography, can come away with inspiring 

lessons on how to change a behavior, 
more effectively than reading the same 
material in a self-help book.”

Rabbi Hollander points out that 
this is not limited to biographies, but 
tis rue for stories in general. He calls 
it “a very effective teaching method-
ology.” Highlighting popular books on 
emunah, vittur, and lashon hara that 
use a story to illustrate the message of 
each lesson, he sees great value in the 
art of storytelling. 

Feldheim describes biographies 
as selling better than self-help books, 

indicating that there is perhaps something more appeal-
ing about that method of learning. Their most successful 
ones? A Tzaddik in Our Time, All for the Boss, Rebbetzin 
Vichna Kaplan, and Rav Yaakov Galinsky. 

“Miriam Adahan’s books have been very popular 
for many years, and many still sell steadily,” he says. 
“Dr. David J. Lieberman has many very popular titles, 
and Rabbi Shimon Gruen’s recent title, Get Along with 
Everyone, is quite popular.” And although self-help books 
are still quite popular, Rabbi David Kahn, editor in chief 
at Feldheim, believes that the overabundance of them 
has lessened their impact. “The glut of self-help books 
have hurt that genre,” he says. “The proliferation of mag-
azine articles on self-help issues also competes. The 
modern-day reader needs to be entertained more and 
has a shorter attention span. Thus, a self-help book that 
has bite-size paragraphs, appealing graphics, stories and 
light humor — and is topical or by a popular author — will 
do well.”

That prescription is not unique to the self-help field. 
“Biographies have the same challenge,” he adds. “Thus, 
a book like Incredible will do well because it is basically 
an entertaining, inspiring story. Biographies of famous 
women — ArtScroll’s Rebbetzin Kanievsky or our 
Rebbetzin Vichna Kaplan — will do well because 80% 
of the English market are women; those two were also 
iconic figures.

Yet still, he believes biographies hold an advantage, 
particularly when readers are curious about the person’s 
life and the time period they lived in, adding an additional 
incentive to read. “Also, self-help is specific and implies 
that the person has a problem that he or she wishes to 
ameliorate; the improvement engendered by biographies 
is general and not implicative,” he adds. “Personally, I 
also think that biographies are less obligating, especially 
those where the Gadol is so extolled with paeans that the 
gaping irrelevance to an average person’s life enables the 
reader to shrug off any responsibility — and thus, para-
doxically, easier to accept.”
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Nachum Shapiro, managing editor at 
Judaica Press, shares this perspective: “Judg-
ing by the feedback we’ve gotten over the 
years, I think biographies are more effective 
at helping people grow than self-help books, 
as a general rule,” he says. “Probably the 
most effusive feedback we’ve received has 
been for Reb Shlomo, our biography of Rabbi 
Shlomo Freifeld, and for Rav Avigdor Miller: 
His Life and his Revolution. While self-help 
books may have the advantage of being more 
methodical and practical, I think the reader 
always wonders, ‘Well, who says?’ or ‘How do 
I know this really works?’ But in a sense, with 
biographies, it’s a matter of gadol shimushah 
yoser melimudah. Being in the presence, so to 
speak, of a Gadol and seeing how he applied 
and internalized his Torah ideals in order to 
grow greater and greater throughout his life is 
more inspirational than a how-to guide.”

Rabbi Shimon Finkelman, a popular biog-
rapher who has worked on a number of mem-

orable books, answers the question of whether 
biographies have the ability to change readers 
with one simple word: “Definitely.”

“I was zocheh to write a biography on Harav 
Moshe Feinstein, zt”l, shortly after his pass-
ing,” he says. “Twenty-five years later, we pub-
lished an expanded edition. We added a chap-
ter at the end entitled, ‘Greater in Death Than 
in Life,’ which relates four stories of people 
whose lives were greatly impacted by the 
original book. Two of the four became baalei 
teshuvah after reading about Rav Moshe’s 
unique combination of wisdom and kind-
ness,” he says, pointing to the potent power of 
a simple biography.

Another validating experience was the 
feedback he received after the writing of his 
Rebbe’s biography — Harav Yisroel Belsky, zt”l. 
A few months after its publication, he recalls 
receiving a phone call. “[It was from] a man in 
the Midwest whom I did not know and who 
had never met Rav Belsky. He told me, ‘That 

“Being in the 
presence, so to 

speak, of a  
Gadol is more  

inspirational than  
a how-to  
guide.”
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book has changed my life, and now I am going to 
read it again.’”

Rabbi Finkelman has found that this phenom-
enon — the potency of biographies — reaches out-
side the sphere of rabbinic authorities and Torah 
leaders as well.

“A few years ago, I authored Shlomie! on the 
life of Shlomie Gross, a wonderful Flatbush baal 
habayis who was an incredible baal tzedakah and 
baal chessed,” he says. “The book ends off with 
a few anecdotes of people who extended them-
selves for others after Shlomie’s passing because 
they asked themselves, ‘What would Shlomie have 
done in this situation?’ Many people related that 
after reading the book, they would ask themselves 
this same question. In fact, in Binah magazine 

a woman wrote an entire article about how she 
raised thousands of dollars for hachnasas kallah as 
a result of reading Shlomie!”

Believing that there is a wealth of encouraging 
material in biographies about all sorts of inspir-
ing Jewish personalities, Rabbi Finkelman likes 
to read his sixth-grade students a variety of titles 
like All for the Boss; Lieutenant Birnbaum; Itzik, 
Be Strong! and Voices in the Silence. “I read to 
my class books about Jews who were not Roshei 
Yeshivah or Rabbanim but were great in their own 
way,” he explains.

What is the overriding message?
“That every Jew can be great by living with real 

emunah and with a determination to do what is 
right, not what is popular.”

For Mrs. Malkie Gendelman at Israel Book 
Shop Publications, there’s no one answer to the 
question of what inspires readers most.

“The feedback that we receive runs the gamut,” 
she says. “Some people are the type to love self-
help books — they like following things exactly as 
they are told.” And others … chafe against the nar-
row confines. “They’d rather pick up their inspira-
tion and grow through reading an uplifting story 
about someone else’s life.”

As for biographies, they’ve had their fair share 
of popular, inspiring ones.

“I would say The Rebbe: The Extraordinary Life 
& Worldview of Rabbeinu Yoel Teitelbaum [by Rabbi 
Dovid Meisels]; The Ribnitzer Rebbe [by Rabbi 
Romi Cohn]; and Maran: The Life and Scholarship 
of Hacham Ovadia Yosef [by Yehuda Azoulay],” 
Mrs. Gendelman says. “Regarding the first two — 
I think people are intrigued by these tzaddikim, 
who were surrounded by an other-worldly aura of 
holiness and mysticism. Maran — well, Sephardim 
obviously want to read this book, because he was 
their Gadol Hador. And Ashkenazim are curious 
about this Sephardi Torah giant — they want to 
learn more about him.”

Similar to Rabbi Finkelman’s experience, Mrs. 
Gendelman documents the success and influ-
ence of stories about “regular people,” the ones 

that somehow offer a more urgent call to action 
because they were carried out by individuals who 
are officially ordinary people just like the rest of 
us. “Regular people who have done extraordinary 
things with their lives,” she explains.

“Like Making a Difference, which is about Reb 
Dovid Winiarz, z”l, a one-of-a-kind kiruv person-
ality who was so much more than that,” she says. 
“People are inspired by this book because they 
feel they can relate to him. We’ve heard incredible 
feedback. … People read it and then thought, ‘What 
can I do to make a difference in this world?’ And 
then many of them got up and actually did some-
thing concrete with their inspiration!”

And that’s not just a platitude. She has real 
anecdotes and letters to back up that claim.

nd when the pain in my foot sparks up again (I 
broke it last year) and I’m just feeling down and 
immobile, I ask myself, what would Rabbi Aharon 
Margalit [As Long As I Live] have done?

“There was one guy who, after reading the book, 
decided to donate his basement for use by the 
Hatzolah of his city. That was his way of aligning 
himself with Reb Dovid and making a difference in 
the world,” she recalls.

Another category that has proven to inspire 
and promote growth is inspirational stories, often 
those surrounding medical dramas. “They’re not 
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“Every Jew can be great by living with real emunah 
and with a determination to do what is right.”
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necessarily biographies, but they do the same job as 
biographies ... igniting a fire in readers,” Mrs. Gendel-
man says. She points to Forever with Me (about a teen 
who lost her mother), Struggle to the Summit (which 
documents the story of an individual with a nervous 
system disorder), Sunshowers (about a young mother 
with a special-needs child), and PetALS and Thorns 
(which describes a woman’s experience with ALS).

As for self-help books, sometimes due to their 
specificity they can offer more in the way of guidance 
and education.

Mrs. Gendelman points to a few of their most pop-
ular ones, like On Their Derech (about dealing with 
struggling teens); Overcoming Burnout; Waves of 
Blue (about postpartum depression); The Little Book 
for Big Worries; and I’m So Confused, Am I Being 
Abused? (about domestic abuse).

“People have many challenges in life, and these 
books have helped many readers who were strug-
gling with these issues,” she says.

Some readers are attracted to less traditional top-
ics, like Out of the Box Coaching with the Enneagram, 
which is about the Enneagram system and how it can 
be used as a tool for self-growth.

Some of these self-help books have driven readers 
to reach out and thank the publication company for 
the clarity the book provided.

“I remember receiving a beautiful letter from a 
man who had read Waves of Blue, which is about 
postpartum depression,” Mrs. Gendelman relates. 
“He said his wife had PPD, and this book opened a 
window for him into understanding what she was 
experiencing. He was so grateful.

“Another time, we received an emotional voice 
message from a woman who had just read I’m So 
Confused; Am I Being Abused? She was in a difficult 
marriage situation, and she said the book had clari-
fied so many issues for her.”

As for the biography versus self-help book dis-
cussion, Mrs. Gendelman restates her position: “It 
depends on the book. It depends on the reader.”

But still, as for the book which she describes as 
having caused her to receive “a lot of feedback,” that 
would be … Making a Difference, about the life of Reb 
Dovid Winiarz. So the thesis of this article may just 
hold up after all.

Seems like learning from others, through their life 
actions, particularly from those ordinary extraordi-
nary people, may just be the catalyst to get us out of 
our own ordinariness.

A few years back when I was teaching high school, 
the principal asked me to do a book club. I thought 
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that sounded great, until I saw the material she had 
in mind. 

“Are the girls going to be interested in reading … 
biographies?” I fingered her pile of carefully selected 
choices skeptically.

She seemed to think so, and so we read biographies.
Recently I met a former student. I asked her if she 

still remembered the book club we did back in her 
high school days. 

Her reaction surprised me. 
“When I’m walking through Manhattan, enjoying 

the December window dressings and holiday music 
a little too much, I’ll sometimes ask myself, what 
would Rav Yaakov Yosef Herman [All for the Boss] 
have done? And when it’s a brutally cold and snowy 
day when I’d really rather not make the seven-min-
ute trek to shul on Shabbos, I ask myself, what would 
Rav Yitzchok Zilber [To Remain a Jew] have done? 
And when someone asks me to babysit their kids for a 
couple hours when I’m really not in  the mood, I’ll ask 
myself, what would Rebbetzin Kanievsky have done? 
And when the pain in my foot sparks up again (I broke 
it last year) and I’m just feeling down and immobile, 
I ask myself, what would Rabbi Aharon Margalit [As 
Long As I Live] have done?”

Now how’s that for the power of biography? n
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“When it’s a brutally 
cold day when I’d 
really rather not 
make the seven-
minute trek to shul 
on Shabbos, I ask 
myself, what would 
Rav Yitzchok Zilber 
have done?”
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