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God Loves Stories 

It was five days after Superstorm Sandy had hit the New York Area, I was living in 

Brooklyn and was lucky enough that my apartment was fine but 15 blocks from where I lived, 

things were not okay. In the old Park Slope Armory, now a YMCA, there were over 300 people 

seeking refuge. Most of them were evacuees from Jewish nursing homes in Coney Island and the 

Rockaways. I entered the Armory. The scene was jarring. It was loud and bright with industrial 

lights. Nurses walked up and down aisles of cots side by side. Members of the Red Cross 

delivered water and blankets to people’s bedsides. The smells and the sounds overwhelmed me. I 

thought to myself, how could we ever celebrate Shabbat in this environment? 

I had come to the Armory with fiends from rabbinical school to lead Shabbat services for 

those displaced by the storm. We were able to find a small corner to hold Shabbat services and 

we escorted interested evacuees to the area to welcome Shabbat.  As we lit the Shabbat candles, I 

watched the face of an older woman transform. For the first time in days, it seemed that she was 

finally at peace. For a moment, the chaos happening around us was gone, there was a sense of 

serenity as we joined together and welcomed in Shabbat.  

I share this story with you tonight because there is something about a powerful story that 

sticks with us. I know that all of us have these stories too, stories of life storms, joyous moments, 

and serendipitous adventures. These are events that we remember and that we share to connect 

with each other and to help us find deeper meaning in our lives. 

 I believe that is one reason why many of us love to study Torah, it is filled with powerful 

stories that linger with us. Rabbi Lawrence Kushner, teaches, “The stories of the Torah tell not 

only of what happened long ago, but also what happens in each generation. They are true not 



because they happened but because they happen.” We remember the wonders of Bible tales from 

our youth, Noah’s Ark, the Joseph Story, Jonah and the Whale but as adults we see the 

seriousness of the themes lurking amid familiar stories.  

As we begin these High Holy Days, we will tell the same stories that we have always told 

but depending on our current personal experiences and the current events of the world we will 

find different meaning in them this year. L’saper, the Hebrew “to tell a story” is connected to the 

Hebrew word for a brilliant sapphire gem – “sapir.” We are taught that a story is like examining 

a precious stone -- we look at it from many perspectives and turn it in the light to reflect on the 

nuances of each part of the story. This year, the images from the Hurricanes Harvey and Irma 

may make us think differently about the storm Jonah faces in Nineveh. Tomorrow morning, 

when we read about Abraham and the binding of Isaac – we may think about our relationships 

with our children or parents. And when we read about Hannah’s plea to become pregnant, we 

might feel the pain but also the hope of a love one struggling with the difficulties of infertility. 

The stories of our ancient tradition connect the past and present to the future. 

But it is not only Bible stories that provide meaning and significance. It is the stories we 

tell about our own lives and our families. Elie Wiesel famously writes, that “God Created Man 

because God Loves Stories.”  Stories do not just allow for personal meaning but they link us to 

the larger narrative; it helps create community and connects us with people who may be very 

different from ourselves. I believe Rosh Hashanah calls upon us to open up and tell stories. 

Though at times it may be painful, our tradition asks us to reconnect with our personal stories 

that have defined our character, our humanity, and our history.  

And I believe that the synagogue is a place to examine and share these stories. There is a 

wonderful aggadah about King Solomon.  Upon building the Temple in Jerusalem, Solomon 



installed two gates – one on the right and one on the left – so that as people entered from 

opposite ends of the Temple court and circled through it, they would meet face to face, talk, and 

learn about the goings-on in each other’s lives.  And, “when the Temple was no more,” the 

midrash concludes, “they would repair to the synagogues instead.” The synagogue has always 

been that place of sharing, of listening and of learning about one another. Together we can 

become a place where we can bridge the lives we lead and the wisdom of our tradition and 

ultimately proudly feel that we are advancing the work and narrative of the Jewish people. 

Because it is in sacred community that we enhance identity, grapple with our faith, care for each 

other, listen to each other and encounter the presence of God. 

We already do that here at Temple Emanu-El. At our Tikkun Olam Committee meetings 

each month we begin with stories. We go around the table to share a highlight of the past month. 

We tell adventures about a weekend trip to Texas to visit our student studying in college, or a 

great Broadway show that we saw, or the project that our elementary school child has completed.  

These meetings are invariably more interesting when some moments are spent with a chance to 

share something about our lives before the agenda moves forward. These beginning moments 

make us more open to those around the table.  

I love hearing many of your stories about this holy congregation. How generations of 

families have celebrated life cycle events on this bima, how you marched down East Broad street 

for Soviet Jewry, and how our parking lot became a reality. These stories are the foundation of 

this congregation. We need to keep telling them but also be open to new ones, learning about our 

most recent members’ journeys to this congregation, and hearing what excites us about the future 

of Reform Judaism. This year we will focus on that.  



We will be starting a new custom on some Fridays evenings throughout the year – when 

we ask members of our congregation to share a story about a loved one prior to the recitation of 

the Kaddish. We hope these stories will not only provide comfort to the bereaved but also make 

less anonymous the names on the Yahrzeit list and the congregant who sits in the row behind 

you.  

Our adult learning program this year focuses on telling our story. We will be joined by an 

acclaimed story-teller who will teach a three part series on how to share our life’s journeys. 

Modeled after NPR’s Moth Story Hour, each participant will craft a personal story and at the end 

of the workshop, we will host an ASH Story-slam, Ash meaning Moth in Hebrew, where our 

community can join together to hear the stories of Temple Emanu-El members.  

Our congregants will also be helping to explore our stories too. Shari Seltzer, a multi-

media artist, will lead a bookmaking workshop – where you can learn how to integrate your past 

into a piece of art.  And Diana Cohen will teach a bisele Yiddish – teaching us some Yiddish 

phrases that you may remember hearing from your parents, bubbe  or zayde. By learning these 

phrases we hope that family’s stories from the past are made new again.  

These are just a few opportunities that we hope to facilitate this New Year --- but of 

course we hope there are organic moments when we can share a story as well. Perhaps that is 

waiting for a child to finish at Religious School - get out of the carpool line – ask how the other 

driver is (Mike Kenny says that’s okay to do). Or maybe it when we pay shiva call - don’t be 

afraid to share a story about how that deceased made you laugh or see the world differently. Or 

maybe it is at Shabbat services --- turn to your neighbor tell them when a melody that we sing 

brings you back to another moment.      



Rosh Hashanah gives us the chance to reconsider the stories we have been telling about 

ourselves, and maybe even to consider new story lines which can open us up, unblock stuck 

places, and suggest new possibilities. Everyone has a story and every community is the sum total 

of all those narratives – many stories – stories of connections, of loss, of broken hearts, stories 

about people who changed our lives.  

Christina Baldwin, in her book Storycatchers helps us understand when she writes:  

“Every person is born into life as a blank page - and every person leaves life as a full book. Our 

lives are our story, and our story is our life. Story is the narrative thread of our experience - not 

what literally happens, but what we make out of what happens, what we tell each other and what 

we remember. This narrative determines much of what we do with the time given us between the 

opening of the blank page the day we are born and the closing of the book the day we die.”  

One of the teachings of Rosh Hashanah is we begin a new blank page of our life story 

today. We are writing the next chapter of our story. In this year, will we be awake and alive, or 

will we merely exist, depressed, passive, bored, stuck in old patterns? The stories we tell 

determine who we believe we are.  

And if this is a sermon about telling stories it is only appropriate that I end with a story. 

When the Baal Shem-Tov, the founder of Hassidic Judaism, saw misfortune threatening the Jews 

it was his custom to go into a certain part of the forest to meditate. There he would light a fire, 

say a special prayer, and the miracle would be accomplished and the misfortune averted. 

Later, when his disciple, the celebrated Magid of Mezritch, had occasion, for the same 

reason, to intercede with heaven, he would go to the same place in the forest and say: "Master of 

the Universe, listen! I do not know how to light the fire, but I am still able to say the prayer," and 

again the miracle would be accomplished. 



Still later, Rabbi Moshe-Leib of Sasov, in order to save his people once more, would go 

into the forest and say: "I do not know how to light the fire, I do not know the prayer, but I know 

the place and this must be sufficient." It was sufficient and the miracle was accomplished. 

Then it fell to Rabbi Israel of Rizhyn to overcome misfortune. Sitting in his armchair, his 

head in his hands, he spoke to God: "I am unable to light the fire and I do not know the prayer; I 

cannot even find the place in the forest. All I can do is to tell the story, and this must be 

sufficient." And it was sufficient. 

Of all God creatures, we are the only ones that can tell stories. We are on this earth to 

share our lives with each other – to open the pages of our books, to continue the story of our 

ancestors and the Jewish people. On Rosh Hashanah it is written.  Our sacred book of life is wide 

open and asking us to add our stories to it.  May 5778 be a year in which we have the desire and 

courage to break down anonymity and to share our sacred stories with one another. 

 


