
You may not readily recognize the name  
Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, 
But the life-lesson she taught with her Ted Talk, over a decade ago, 
Especially for us as Jews, remains timeless. 
What is the “danger of a single story?” 
As the young Nigerian novelist relates: 
“The single story creates stereotypes,  
and the problem with stereotypes 
Is not necessarily that they’re untrue, but that they are incomplete. 
They make one story become the only story.” 
 
Growing up in a middle-class Nigerian family, 
Her father a professor, her mother an administrator, 
As an early reader of British and American literature,  
all of the characters Adichie read about were white—blond-haired, blue-eyed, 
ate apples and played in the snow. 
Growing up eating mangos—chocolate-skinned, 
Never seeing anything but the sun in the sky, 
She could not find herself in that story… 
Until she discovered African literature, which saved her… 
Yet, her confrontation of the “single-story” did not stop there. 
 Travelling to the U.S. for college, 

Shocked that this Black-African spoke English so well,  
when her roommate inquired about hearing her “tribal music,”  
she was quite disappointed when Adichie shared her CD of Mariah Carrie. 
“She felt sorry for me even before she saw me—a default position  
toward me as an African, a kind of patronizing, well-meaning pity.   
My roommate had but a single story, and in that story,  
there was no possibility of Africans being similar to her in any way.” 

 
How easily our preconception become prejudices… 
Those Mexicans—abject immigrants. 
Those Africans—impoverished tribal natives. 
We are all guilty of that narrow-minded perception  
that produces but a single-story… 
And the danger is far beyond the story we speak. 

“For the consequence of telling but a single story is that it robs people of 
their dignity…their complexity, for it overlooks the many stories that form 
us…Because when we show a people as one thing, and only one thing, 
That is what they become.” 
 



How well we know that danger firsthand. 
Historically slandered by stereotype, maligned by age-old myths, 
Demeaned by popular prejudice…As Ariel Burger, 
[author of Witness: Lessons from Elie Wiesel’s Classroom] vents: 
“We are tired of being spoken about in the third-person…We have been 
co-opted, used as pawns…We have seen enough to know the importance 
of telling our own story.”    [Jewish Week, 9.6.19] 

 For when others tell our story, we become, 
In Bari Weiss’ words, “the symbol of whatever a given society defines 
as its most sinister qualities.” [How to Fight Anti-Semitism, B. Weiss, pg 32] 
…Those Jews… 
They run Hollywood, you know… 
Not to mention the media & the markets. 
They always try and buy their way in…They are dishonest, 
They are disloyal…disgruntled…always stirring the pot. 
They are just plain subversive 
They cannot be trusted! 

 ”The oppressor’s favored grammatical view  
is always in the third-person, because it objectifies…” 
And when people become objects, rather than subjects, 
Their humanity is summarily stolen-away… 
Then, sequestered in a single-story, they become nameless faces; 
Disregarded…degraded…despised…And then they become mere numbers. 
 How long does it take to tell 6-million stories? 
 

Who could ever have imagined?... 
That this same anti-Semitic venom would resurface in our new-millennium-America? 
All some can see is that “single-story.” 
Yet in an Us vs. Them climate of finger-pointing and blame that boils over in bigotry, 
Perhaps the prevalence of a rhetoric that can lead to the horrors we have seen  
shouldn’t really surprise us… 
For when crazed killers with on-line manifestos of madness make us the evil other, 
Liable for all of society’s woes—Pittsburgh becomes possible. 
 And much as we mourn the murder of eleven members 

Of Tree of Life Synagogue, part of our Jewish family… 
Much as we abhor the marked increase in anti-Semitic violence, 
A near doubling of Jewish hate-crimes in NYC: 88 last year, 
Already over 150 in 2019… 
targeting the ultra-Orthodox who wear their identities on their sleeves. 
Appreciative as we must be of ADL’s Center on Extremism, 
Daily tracking and monitoring hate-crimes across the spectrum… 



Even grateful to the Mayor of NY for appointing Deborah Lauter, 
Former ADL Exec to head the New Office for the Prevention of Hate Crimes, 
Lauter who recently called on us all to counter the polarization of our society 
“by speaking out against hate…” 
Yet, there is another counter to the craziness that relies on our response. 
And it all starts with how we tell our Jewish story. 
 
As Ariel Burger understands: 
“Maybe the reason so many others on the right and the left are telling our story 
is that we are not sure exactly what our story is.  And maybe the reason for this 
is that our story is incomplete unless it contains all of us…”  [Jewish Week, 9.6.19] 

 The great challenge of telling our story is not to segment it; 
Cutting certain Jews out of the storyline… 
falling prey to the tenor of our times, by making some Jews “Other” 
As UJA-Federation CEO Eric Goldstein reflected: 
“Today, in a post-Pittsburgh world, with almost daily news of anti-Semitic 
attacks, keeping our Jewish community connected and secure has 
become a major priority.  But mirroring national trends, divisiveness 
among us has grown and incivility has been normalized… 
These cannot become the stories that define us.” [9.6.19] 

We best combat bias and hate from without  
by overcoming bias--otherness from within. 

So, what’s our story? 
HOW can we learn to retell our Jewish Story so that we recognize each other reflected 
in it—a “story that contains multitudes,” that has a place for us all?... 
 See if this Jewish story sounds vaguely familiar… 

…The main character is dealing with the death of his mother,  
the only one in this world who truly understood him,  
His father is likewise lost without his helpmate, the woman who took care of 
him for 36 years, who softened the butter for his bread every morning, 
And who kept the family together. 
His older sister is overwhelmed with 5 kids and a husband so unhappy with his 
life, heading abroad for work, he leaves and may never come back. 
Meanwhile, his other brother, overlooked for a potential teaching position, is 
still bitter at their father for squashing his singing dreams. 
And amid the tumul of it all, Akiva falls in love, only, not with the woman he’s 
engaged to marry…Can anyone here relate? 
The sister is lying to the world in order to save face… 
The father is trying to fill the void left by his wife’s passing… 
And Akiva, questioning his future, is asking himself: 
How will I know which way in life to go? Will I ever find true love? 



Dilemmas we’ve dealt with; questions we may still be confronting. 
We can certainly see ourselves reflected in this Jewish family drama, 
With one minor distinction. 
The backdrop is not Westchester or the City, 
But the Ultra-Orthodox world of Haredi Jerusalem! 
What an eye-opener, to be a TV voyeur from inside black-hat Jewish Orthodoxy 
And to realize, in a very real way, we are looking in a mirror!  
 Of course, I’m talking about ________ [Shtissel] 
 The immensely popular Israeli TV series that has become all the rage 
 Especially among American, non-Orthodox viewers….WHY? 
Joe Berger, former longtime Larchmont resident, and feature writer for the Times 
Highlights a key factor to its success: “Fans of the show say it humanizes people 
that are often portrayed in derogatory caricatures.” 
Indeed—Because beneath the black-coated, tsitsit-clad bearded men, 
And all the bewigged, bedraggled women… 
Beyond the seemingly claustrophobic Jewish Halachic conformity… 
We realize that “the Haredim experience the same internal struggles, hopes and 
dreams, heartbreaks and betrayals, that we do.” 
Having won a slew of Ophirs, our Emmy-equivalent in Israel; 
Best Actor, Best Director…what makes it such a best in our book? 

Peter Beinart, reporting on a sellout appearance of a few Shtissel cast-
members in the city back in June suggested, in his closing reflection,  

“American Jews find Shtissel so appealing…because of our anxiety about Jewish 
unity.  In many American Jewish families, its not just hard to talk politics around 
the dinner table; differences in observance make it hard to eat together at all. 
American Jewry’s bitter divisions…between ultra-Orthodox, modern-Orthodox 
and non-Orthodox have led many to fear that Jews are becoming strangers to 
one another.” 
 HOW we tell our Jewish story can either make us strangers—“Other”  

to one another, or it can provide us such a purposeful script 
that it not alone counters those whose hate would deny us, 
but even more, that through our telling, 
it creates a connection that links us through the legacy, the love we share. 

  
 
Consider three Jewish life-stories,  
Each having overcome the forces of oppression, 
Each helping us transcend that “danger of a single story,” 
By providing us a variation on Jewish purpose 
that is likewise a counter to all who’d vindictively ask the question: 
Why are those Jews still here? 



STORY #1…Rita Grunbaum’s unimaginable story is larger than life. 
Imagine surviving Bergen-Belsen with a baby in your arms. 
Imagine being among the 5% of Dutch deported Jews who survived. 
“Death was everywhere,” Rita writes.  “It almost came as a friend. 
Yet we continued to fight.” 
Making it to America only to welcome a second child,  
The Grunbaum’s moved to Larchmont,  
joining LT as part of the founding families in 1951. 
Then, just a few years later, Rita’s husband Fred, the breadwinner, 
Was diagnosed with MS, a disease that within a decade would be his demise. 
What was Rita’s response? 
To do everything humanly possible to help her husband live w/dignity, 
Rita used her Social-Work degree to restart her career, with a photography business 
on the side, to support her family…But she did not stop there. 
For when Rita saw human need, she could not help—but help. 
So, she became the primary Social Worker for the Westchester Cancer Support Team 
Rita then founded, with Rabbi Poller, our Temple Support Group, 
Pairing trained volunteers with LT-ers in need to help members cope. 
 When I arrived in 1987, Rita became my mentor, 
 Modeling for me how to be a comfort for the dying. 
 She knew, as a 28-year-old rabbi I had no clue. 
 And because she intuitively understood, Rita could read my heart. 
 
Standing up and speaking out for anyone denied their humanity, 
Rita became the conscience of our congregation. 
She was relentless in doing right,  
in connecting the generations with her fierce faith, and courageous care. 
…At the end of Rita’s personal memoir, she enters into a “Conversation with God,” 
Asking: “Why did you create the Jewish people?” 
After a back and forth dialogue wherein the 95-year-old interrogates the Holy One 
She finally receives an answer she can hold onto, that’s held her up all her life. 
God speaks: “I have instilled that little voice in every person, all they have to do is 
listen, to be open, and to follow it, in order to repair the world…. 
to be a light unto the nations.” 
Rita responds: “Tikun Olam, not only for our people, but for all people.” 
 
Rita’s life-story makes real our Jewish story: 
By being fully human, by insisting, even in the face of despair, 
That we can be a healing presence—bringing light, and kindling hope… 
 
 



STORY #2…Fleeing from the aftermath of the Kishinev Pogrom in 1904, 
His father fearing forced Russian-Army service for his sons, 
Solomon Serkman made the journey with his 2 younger brothers  
to the Goldener Medina—arriving with next to nothing in this land of opportunity. 
Employed in the shoe factories for which Haverhill, Mass., was famous, 
Solly met Dora Edstine, married and started a family…eventually, of four kids. 
In his lifetime he never attained a higher education, not even high school… 
He never made a killing in the markets,  
unless you count the butcher shop at the local market… 
He never made a name for himself in any way the world would notice… 
So, what’s his story? 
Solomon Serkman loved his family with all his heart 
And gave them the only gift he could afford, which happened to be priceless, 
Teaching us how to laugh at life…How to smile. 
Living in our two-family house with my grandparents right downstairs, I know, because 
growing up with my Bobba & Solly, I saw it every day. 
Solly smiled when he had to work two jobs, before he became a shoe factory foreman, 
just to make ends meet…. 
Solly smiled when I came home from school and did my homework on their window 
seat as they watched afternoon TV gameshows… 
Solly smiled when I held his hand, walking early every Sunday morning 
To Louis Spa to pick up the Sunday paper, and some candy for me… 
Solly smiled when his bookie would call and I’d answer the phone,  
relaying the message: “Your horse didn’t come in.”… 
Solly smiled when Temple called from next door, saying he was needed  
to make the minyan, so off to daven we’d go… 
Solly smiled when his 9 grandkids would gather every Sunday to feast on Bobba’s cooking 
Solly smiled when all the old Jewish ladies would gather round his kitchen table Saturday 
nights to play penny-ante poker, and he was the referee… 
Solly smiled when Bobba would yell at him for eating like a chazar, making a mess, 
And in response, would sing her a song that would make her laugh so hard she’d cry. 
Solly smiled well into his 80’s, sitting with his walker, weakened by the years, 
Yet his laughing heart undiminished… 
…And during my first year of Rabbinic School in Jerusalem, 
When my cousin called in early March to tell me: “We’re at Shivah for Solly…” 
I cried…But because his sweetness was always with me, I knew, 
Solly was still smiling…. 
Solomon Serkman’s story affirms our Jewish Story: 
Finding humor no matter what the world dealt him; 
Having so little and giving so much, with resilience of spirit 
And sweetness of heart, Solly taught us all how to laugh at life. 



STORY #3…He was the most celebrated “survivor” of our time, helping us stand in the 
shadow of the 6 million and understand our responsibility: 
“To be a Jew today means to bear witness—to testify to what is, and what is no longer.” 
But how do we testify? 
Not by being more Jewish, but by becoming fully human. 
Thus, our testimony was not a matter of words, but was made real through our deeds. 
 Professor Wiesel testified through his teaching. 
 I witnessed it as his student, arriving at Boston University in 1977, 
 Just in time for his appointment to the faculty. 
It didn’t matter the class.   
As our teacher, Wiesel defiantly affirmed difference, as he said:   
“Rather than collapse the distance between us…we need to sustain the gap…Many of us 
spend so much moral energy on promoting connection that we sometimes forget to 
celebrate difference.  I hope you encounter the other in this room, those who hold 
different beliefs than you do.  And when you do, you’ll be faced with a choice—to listen, 
or not.  I hope you listen, really listen, not to find the other’s weakness, but to discover his 
strength.” [Witness…Burger, pgs. 53-55] 

Through the dialogue-of-difference he engendered, 
Every voice mattered; every question counted, 
For prof Wiesel knew that learning only happened when we served one another 
As “Ezer k’Negdo,” as Eve is called at Creation in relation to Adam, 
“a helper over/against.”  In other words, a friendly antagonist,  
pushing us to reach and to grow. 
Yet, like all transformational teachers, Wiesel taught himself, thus his ultimate aim: 
“I always teach with an open heart.  Not just for moral reasons, but pragmatic ones. 
A teacher’s open heart makes it possible for his students to open their hearts as well.” 
 Of course, his open-heartedness extended far beyond the classroom… 
 On the street out in front of 745 Comm. Ave where the Dept of Religion was housed 

Right near the Marsh Chapel, was a disheveled man, daily stationed,  
holding up signs anticipating the End of Days… 
Some might see him as a societal misfit.  Others might see him as mad. 
But not Professor Wiesel… 
One particular Wednesday, our class was delayed a good 20 minutes. 
Wiesel must have taken an important phone-call, 
Or maybe he was meeting with a foreign dignitary… 
Walking out of our Seminar room with a case of the shpilkes, 
Hanging out in the hall… 
I watched as the wild-eyed self-proclaimed prophet from down on the street 
Walked out of Professor Wiesel’s study, and calmly got into the elevator. 
Just then Wiesel began to make his way to class. 
Seeing me standing there with a puzzled look, he responded: 



“He had a story to tell, so I listened.” [“Who’s to say he’s not a prophet?”] 
 Bearing witness with humility of heart, 
 Prof. Wiesel brought the dignity of every human being to life. 

And with all the horrors he witnessed and went through, 
 Elie Wiesel’s story is the Jewish story… 
For by sharing his brokenness as well as his indefatigable, loving spirit, 
He opened us all to an exchange of human hopes 
That forever changed our lives…and opened our hearts. 
 

How do we best combat that age-old hate? 
How do we faithfully fight so that it affirms our life-purpose? 
By reclaiming, reframing and [re]telling our story… 
NY Times Opinion Editor, who grew up a proud, Jewish day-school educated kid  
in the Squirrel Hill section of Pittsburgh understands what our weapon must be… 

“The Jews did not sustain their magnificent civilization because they were ant-anti-
Semites.  Our tradition was always renewed by people who made the choice in the 
face of tragedy that theirs would not be the end of the Jewish story, but the catalyst 
for writing a new chapter.”  [NY Times, Op-Ed, 9.18.19] 

Not a single-story, mind you, but a tale of such breadth and depth, it holds a place for us all. 
As Weiss writes: “The long arc of Jewish history makes it clear that the only way to fight is 
by waging an affirmative battle for who we are…by entering into the fray for our values, 
our ideals…This is not an exhortation to embrace religion in all its strictures, [but] it is a 
reminder that Judaism contains multitudes, and that those who point the finger at other 
Jews…distort our story and malign our peoplehood.” [NY Times, Op-Ed, 9.18.19] 

 
The dignity of difference remains the secret to Jewish survival; the spark of divinity we each carry 
inside…“Our best strategy is to build a Judaism that is generative, humane, joyful and life-
affirming—a Judaism capable of lighting a fire in every Jewish soul.” 

Bari Weiss ends her extensive list of affirmative ways to stand up against anti-Semitism 
with a three-word-imperative: TELL YOUR STORY! 
As she poignantly reflects:   
“Nothing in my life has been more powerful than feeling like I am part of the Jewish story. 
…There are forces in our world insisting again “All Jews must die.”  But there is a force far 
greater—and that is the force of who we are…We are the people commanded to bring 
light into this world.”  [How to Fight Anti-Semitism, B. Weiss, pgs. 204-206] 
 

…When times were dark, and the world felt unsafe, even threatening Jewish survival, 
Rabbi Israel Ben-Eliezer, the Ba’al Shem-Tov,  
would go into a certain part of the forest to meditate…and even more.   
There he would light a fire, say a special prayer, 
And miracle of miracles, the menacing misfortune would be averted. 



 A generation later, when his disciple, the Maggid of Mezeritch 
 Sensed the threat of those who would destroy us, 
 He would go to that same special place in the forest and say: 
 “Master of the Universe…I do not know how to light the fire, 
 But I do know the prayer…” 
 So, he’d pray, and again, miraculously, the danger would be defeated. 
Still, in the next generation, when Rabbi Moshe-Leib of Sasov 
Felt that unease at the heart of our people, 
He would go to that same place in the forest, and say: 
“Holy One of all Being, I do not know how to light the fire, and I don’t really know the 
prayer…But I know the place, and I pray, it will be enough.” 
And, lo and behold, the threat was overcome & Israel’s spirit was once more renewed. 
 Then in the next generation, it fell to Rabbi Israel of Rizhyn 
 To transcend the threat of those who hate us. 

Sitting in his Sanctuary, he’d speak up and say: 
“Gottenu-God…I cannot kindle the fire and I don’t know the prayer. 
I can’t even find the place…But I can tell the story, 
And I pray, it will be enough.” 
…And it was. 

 
WE are the storytellers,  
transmitting our tales with heart, with humor, with humanity & with hope; 
A magnificent multitude—a weaving as wide as this world—a story that never ceases; 
Inspiring others when we celebrate who we are… 
Make no mistake—this [and every] New Year, it’s why we’re still here… 
 Affirming our peoplehood, our purpose, 
 Bringing light and life, with the Holy One’s help, 
 So, may it ever be told….AMEN 

 


