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Celeste Bartos Forum

(Intro music: George Michael, “Faith”)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: That’s more like it. That’s the kind of music I want to welcome me. Now let me welcome you. My name is Paul Holdengräber, and I’m the Director of LIVE from the New York Public Library. As all of you know here, my goal is to make to the lions roar. To make a heavy institution levitate, to make it dance, to make it come alive. It is my pleasure to welcome the Moth back, for the fifth, sixth time. It’s been a wonderful, wonderful love affair with them. It’s also a great pleasure to have Andrew Solomon back, he’s been here quite a few times, and a great, great pleasure to have the Reverend Al Sharpton here. (applause) I’d like to tell a little story about Reverend Sharpton. When I called him up to come and debate Christopher Hitchens—it did happen here, live—he said to me, “So what’s the name of Hitchens’ book again?” I said, “God is Not Great,” and his response was, “Says who?” (laughter) So, Reverend Sharpton, welcome back. 

I would like to thank as always Catherine Burns, the artistic director, I think that’s her title, (applause) and acknowledge many of her board members who are here tonight. The Moth will be back for more at the New York Public Library to help us celebrate our centennial, the weekend before Memorial Day, weekend of May 20 to May 23. So come and celebrate a hundred years of this great institution, more particularly this great building. (applause) So May 20 to May 23. 

This event tonight is part of a series of six events we are doing in conjunction with an exhibition which opens to the public tomorrow. The opening night was tonight. The exhibition is and I’m sorry—it is very hard for me to pronounce this, because you may not have noticed, but I have a little bit of a lisp. It’s called Three Faiths, I don’t know how to say that word properly. I much preferred when it was The Sacred. (laughter) If they had asked me, I would have said, stay with The Sacred, but they wanted instead Three Faiths. I remember when I was teaching a long time ago at Williams College they wanted to put me up in housing for junior professors back there and the address they had chosen for me was Cecil Street, and I said, “No, I’m not moving there. I’m not moving there.” (laughter) So I chose a much, much less nice apartment afterward. 

So the exhibition is called Three Faiths: Judaism, Christianity, Islam, and it runs from tomorrow through the very end of February, 2011. So please come and see the exhibition. It is free and open to the public. Other LIVE programs which you will find on your announcement include Slavoj Zizek, Karen Armstrong, Reza Aslan, Mark Salzman, and another program that still remains to be announced. 

I would like you to quickly take a look at the programs that are coming up LIVE from the New York Public Library. I asked the designer to give us a new feel for this season, a new menu, and he in fact took my words quite literally. So look at your menu if you could. Now, if for instance you like martinis, I highly recommend you come and see Angela Davis and Toni Morrison. If you like tacos, come and see Edwidge Danticat. Steak, Lady Antonia Fraser, quite naturally, joined by Oscar Eustace. Asparagus, a Night with the National Lampoon, pizza Derek Walcott, wine Zadie Smith, shrimp António Damasio with Marina Abramovic, cupcakes of course Jay-Z, (laughter) who will be joined by Cornel West and myself, and bananas, Keith Richards. 

Now, Keith Richards is coming here on the twenty-ninth of October and the reason for Keith Richards, which in a way is a nice segue to the theme tonight, Oh My God, is Keith Richards when he was a child wanted to become a librarian. He slightly erred from that path. (laughter) He wanted to become a librarian and he said the following: “Growing up in England, there were two institutions that mattered to me most. The church, which belongs to God, and the library, the public library, which belongs to the people.” Upon reading that, even though I’m not a librarian—nobody’s perfect—I invited him, and he accepted. 

I would like to encourage you in that spirit, because it’s open and free to the public, to become a Friend of the New York Public Library. For just forty dollars, which is quite a cheap date, you will get discounts to all LIVE tickets and much more. Tonight’s program is being telecast in real time by fora.tv to anyone who has a television and can see this LIVE broadcast, to access it you simply go and—I don’t know how to read this language, http://fora.tv. I’m sure you’ll figure it out. Whoever’s watching doesn’t need to figure it out because they’re already on the program. And now finally to our Oh My God: Stories of the Sacred LIVE from the New York Public Library/Moth coproduced event, I’d like to present our fearless MC, Mike Daisey, he has been called the master storyteller and one of the finest solo performers of his generation by the New York Times. He has hosted Moth shows in New York City and around the world, including one in Tajikistan, where he was attacked, I am told, by wild dogs in the street. He miraculously escaped after beating them off with his Mac laptop. (laughter) Mike Daisey.

(applause)

MIKE DAISEY: Steve Jobs doesn’t tell you about that feature, but it’s—the aluminum chassis is invaluable for that, it really is. That’s actually a true story. That was my first morning in Tajikistan, and I was there on behalf of the Moth, much like I am here tonight, hosting this wonderful convocation of people telling you stories, and I was there in Tajikistan, and you may not know this, but it’s a long trip to Tajikistan, so I woke up you know the next morning after twenty-four, thirty hours of traveling, I woke that first morning the way you do after a transatlantic, transworld trip, you wake up so disoriented, and I wandered out in the 109-degree heat, and the sky was this awful color, this like urine color, like God was peeing onto the firmament, and I looked at the sky, and I looked around the walled compound of where I was staying in and I thought, “you know, I should get out and see the streets, I should see the streets of Tajikistan, I should experience something,” because, you know, you’re never going to know a place unless you go out into it, so I actually put together a little—

And I could tell this was a bad idea, because the people on the walls have guns, and I’ve always thought that that’s a sign, that’s a sign that you know, and, and also the look of incredulity as they watched me coming toward them, they were like, “I think that fat American is going outside the compound—I think he is! Everybody, act serious, act serious.” You know, they opened the doors for me, and I walked out, and I bring this all up because I made it about eight steps outside the compound. I mean, I got outside the compound, there was a dusty, a dusty lane in front of me, there were shacks and disheveled things on the streets of Dushanbe. I had a choice I could go left down a road, or I could turn right. I chose wrong. If you’re keeping track, that’s the choice to go right. I turned to the right and there was a dog. It’s so funny. How quickly you can tell that the dog, you know, like I’d never encountered a rabid dog before, but you know like you see the dog, and you’re like “Ohhhh!” You know, because you know, every dog you’ve ever seen, there are dogs that become aggressive because they’re a little agitated, this dog was not, this dog was in another, and I was like, “Ohhhh, oh no, oh no,” and I did, I had my little carry bag with me, a little man purse, and I’ve got my laptop in it, and I don’t know what I thought was going to happen on the streets of Dushanbe to be, I might have to write a missive. I’ve got everything with me. I’m a good writer, I’ve got all of my stuff. 

And I was glad for it, because the dog leaped at me, he really came after me, and that’s the difference, if you’re keeping track, it’s not just the foam, which they really have, it’s the fact that they attack you, that’s the big giveaway, if you’re wondering, instead of running away, if you go, NO, and the dog runs, these dogs don’t do that, and so I was really thankful for the whole incredible construction that goes into an Apple laptop, because I basically used it to deflect the dog over and over again, and once it was over and the dog finally slunk down the street, I went back into the compound. (laughter)

You are at the Moth, here at the New York Public Library. Give yourself a hand, why not? (applause) You’re like, “I got out tonight. I didn’t stay home! I could be watching Gossip Girl, but I’m here, I’m getting some culture.” Embrace that, that’s good, that’s good. Tonight, if you didn’t know, if you were drinking very heavily before the show, and you don’t know what the show’s about, and you forgot what Paul told you moments ago, tonight’s show is OMG: Stories of the Sacred, and we’re this show tonight it’s in conjunction with the Three Faiths exhibit, which I just visited a few minutes ago, it’s a fantastic exhibit, and I really recommend that you check it out if you have the chance in the weeks ahead, it’s a fabulous exhibit. Go there through the front doors; don’t try to go through the byways of the New York Public Library, because you will get lost, as we did. If you keep asking people where the VIP reception is, they’ll keep sending you on stranger and stranger routes, and you actually end up in a place where they’re having one of those Eyes Wide Shut kind of things, (laughter) where everyone’s sort of like (makes funny noise) and they’re all wearing masks but it doesn’t seem like it’s Halloween, strange things happen at the New York Public Library. But it’s really a spectacular exhibit and I really recommend you check it out.

If you are confused about why you came here, you don’t even know what the Moth is, why, you’re like, “I don’t know, what is this I’ve showed up for?” you might want to know that the Moth embraces storytelling. It’s a fantastic organization that promotes the act of people telling their stories onstage. It’s now in its fourteenth season. (applause) You know? Fantastic. It’s in its fourteenth season, and these are stories told without notes. I have these notes, but that’s because I’m stupid, so stupid, but everyone tonight will be telling their stories without notes, because they’re the real heroes. The way it’s going to work is this, each storyteller has ten minutes to tell their story. And Jon Spurney here is our fantastic timekeeper. (applause) and those ten minutes are a sacred time. 

So right now, actually, while I’m talking to you, turn off your cell phones, turn them off, sil—actually turn your phone off and actually break your phone. Break your phone. Break it. Take the battery out and break your phone. You’ll feel better about it really and your life will improve. But during those ten minutes, which won’t be interrupted by your phones ringing because you’ve now destroyed them, during those ten minutes, that’s the time limit, that’s the end of the time. So what’s going to happen is Jon, who’s acting as timekeeper, he’s going to give a subtle signal that we’ve arrived at the end of our time. John, would you demonstrate that for us? (guitar strum) That’s good, that’s very evocative. And if perhaps sometimes and that means the storyteller will wrap things up, it’s not a punishment, but if for some reason the storyteller is like, “I have more to say,” and they’re really fired up and they just keep going, maybe you’ll hear something more like (aggressive strum), and that might be more of a signal to remove yourself from the stage. That’s how we do it here. 

Generally, you know, these are fantastic storytellers tonight, they have real stories that they’ve observed from their lives, and they have told them, and the people at the Moth have worked with them and talked to them. They are not going to disappoint you. I am sure we’re not going to get to the point where we actually have to get out the big hook and drag them off the stage, nosirree. Tonight’s theme is The Sacred, and we have just a fantastic lineup of people for you, and they’re all going to be talking about stories that are around and about what’s sacred for them. And for me, being here tonight is part of what’s sacred to me. I love stories, I love storytelling, it’s what I do for a living is I tell stories. Which is a constant amazement for my relatives, who have always marveled at the fact that I do not have a real job, and I cannot disagree at all. I think it’s true. I think it’s a marvelous world where someone as foolish and inept as me would actually be allowed to continue to exist at all is a remarkable place. (laughter) 

And I’ve loved hosting the Moth over the years. I’ve hosted it for many years and have been privy to like fantastic stories in this space and tonight is a great opportunity for us to sit back and remember, the same way there’s an exhibit in this building which talks about these sacred writings that are fixed and immutable. This is a chance to hear a living tradition, you know, the living stories from these people, they will tell them to you, and some of you will take these stories up. You will tell them to other people. You will say, “I heard a story,” and you will tell it again in your own voice. And for me, that is a very sacred thing. 

And I’ve asked all of our storytellers that are going to be speaking tonight what—a question, because you don’t want me up here telling you their bios, you have the program, so you can look at the program, you know the bi—like, we don’t need any of that. Instead, I’ve asked them all a question. I’ve asked them in fact specifically what is sacred to them. And each of them has answered, and our first storyteller coming up here tonight, I asked him this question and he said that what was sacred to him was the freedom to hold whatever you want as sacred, that we all have that freedom, that is what is sacred to him. I thought that was an excellent answer. Ladies and gentlemen, Peter Hyman.

(applause)

PETER HYMAN: Just adjust the mic to cover my face, because I have some overdue books. (laughter) I found my son’s foreskin at tax time of 2009. It was sitting in my in-box buried beneath a pile of bills that had been there for about a year. It was still wrapped up in an envelope and covered in gauze, just as it had been since the morning in June of 2008 when the mohel who performed his circumcision handed it to me. I recall saying something like, “What’s this?” to the mohel as he handed it to me, and I was still a little bit frazzled from witnessing the circumcision, I had actually watched, it was the first one I had ever watched, and I thought that as the boy’s father, that this was an obligation that I needed to fulfill, and it turns out that that wasn’t exactly the right decision. But nonetheless I persisted and he answered, and he said,“Well, Nathaniel’s foreskin,” as though he were telling me the score of some meaningless midsummer baseball game or something and you know and then he added, “I bet you thought I was the only one getting a tip today,” and he really did say that. One of the tendencies and drawbacks of working with a mohel is this tendency toward punning, (laughter) but as Jews we outsource everything, so, you know, this is one that you want to have someone else take care of. 

So he went on to explain, however, that as the father I was obligated to bury the foreskin beneath a tree, and I asked him why and he sort of uttered something about returning it to the earth and explaining that the sacrament dated back to Moses and the Exodus, and then he added that as a nice touch my son could one day return to this tree and cut down some branches from it for his chuppah, which is the Jewish word for canopy, and it’s what Jews get married beneath, so my wife and I weren’t familiar with the tradition, and nobody we knew had undertaken it but still it sounded like a nice ritual, you know, full of circle-of-life symbolism and agrarian mythology, assuming one could get past handling bloody waste taken from the tip of an eight-day-old child who was screaming. 

So, naturally, we decided to do it, but, of course, at a deeper level I think there was something going on with me because burying a foreskin is sort of ridiculous on the face of it, but, you know, it occurred to me that I really became intent and sort of obsessed with doing this because my own father hadn’t done this for me, and I think, you know, had he done so, I think I would have appreciated it, and I began to think that, you know, oftentimes people who are raised with traditions and religious traditions and things like that tend to eventually rebel against it, and that’s what my father had done, he had rebelled against the religion of his father, which left me kind of with just this secular upbringing, and those of us sometimes raised in those types of environments are a little bit desperate for it, and so we cling to kind of this hollow symbolism, which takes the place of the more real acts, and I sort of think that I in a way was burying my son’s foreskin as a way to kind of create a contract with him by which I, you know, was promising to always be there to guide him or at least to try to make life a little bit less muddled to the best of my ability. 

But of course despite these grand intentions, my wife and I were quickly swept up into the very tiring business of raising a newborn, and we promptly forgot about the package. Ten months or so later tax time rolled around, and I was forced to confront my in-box, which is when I found my son’s only major deduction of 2008. (laughter) So we stared at this baggie which held something wrapped in gauze, and we decided we should really heed the mohel’s decree because it was important to us to—for our son to eventually know that he was tied to a tradition, six thousand years, in fact, of pain and bloodshed and lox-based buffet spreads on the Upper East Side, and also, as I said, I had sort of formed this contract with my son, and I felt already he wasn’t even a year old and here I was failing him, so we made the decision to bury it, but that gave rise to a subsequent dilemma, which was where do we do this? Because like most New Yorkers we don’t have a yard, we don’t even have houseplants that we can keep alive, frankly. 

So after some internal debating we decided on Prospect Park, which is Brooklyn’s sort of smaller answer to Central Park, it’s a lovely place, and it’s home to thirty thousand trees, that’s a fact, and we figured, you know, finding one wouldn’t be that difficult. So as a matter of first course, I, you know, I drove to Home Depot because I needed to get a digging implement, we don’t have any shovels, so I was wandering through the massive warehouse and eventually I found the gardening aisle, and while the Midwesterner in me was drawn to the kind of Rototillers and motorized, you know, machines, and these titanium spades, I ended up settling for a very small utility shovel that could fit discreetly into a messenger bag, because while actually digging in a New York City park is not prohibited, the rules do specifically prohibit carrying or possessing any tool commonly used for gardening, so to keep the man off my back I had to sacrifice leverage for portability. 

So about a week or so after that I was with my dog Sophie, and we were creeping furtively through Prospect Park, it was a cool May evening, and the park was pretty empty, a few stray joggers, a few people finishing a moonlit soccer game and no one it seemed who would place me under arrest, so, you know, after about five or ten minutes we wandered into an area called the Nethermead, which is a large, rolling meadow popular with Ultimate Frisbee players and it’s literally surrounded by a forest of trees so my eyes adjusted to the darkness and I was trying to find the right exact tree, and there were very tall trees that—whose branches seemed unreachable even with a ladder, and there were these tiny saplings and I was trying to picture each one in thirty-odd years, you know, when my son would come, and I was trying to do the math of how tall it would be and all of this, and nothing seemed right. And, you know, I’m a bit of a perfectionist to begin with and, to be frank, if were to be breaking several laws and burying the tip of my only child’s penis on a cold spring night, I kinda wanted to find the exact right tree. 

So I let my dog off the leash, and she chased a squirrel, and she ended up at the base of this very verdant and kind of big maple, and it was large and round, but its branches hung all the way almost to the ground and in a different part of my life, it would have been a perfect climbing tree, and it still is if anybody wants to go find it and do that, but I decided this would be the right tree. So I looked around to make sure that nobody, you know, was watching me, because in addition to breaking the rule against possessing a gardening tool I was no doubt violating any number of federal laws that prohibit the burying of medical waste in—on public land. So, you know, I had to sort of be quick about it, but when I decided that nobody was watching, I, you know, I started shoveling into the earth, and the blade hit the ground with a crisp thwack and it felt very good to be involved in a minor act of manual labor. 

About a few minutes later, I had a hole that was about a foot wide and a foot deep and sort of tapered at the bottom. I didn’t know if this was deep enough to bury a foreskin. I hadn’t really heard exactly what the rules were, and I figured that if, you know, the Talmud had made commentary on it, it probably had been measured in cubits, which I couldn’t translate, (laughter) so I figured this was deep enough to keep out rodents and park rangers, so and then I reached back into the bag and took out the—you know, this wrapped object, and for the first time in eleven months, I opened it and stared at this foreskin and it was about—it looked sort of like a guitar pick, and it had the appearance of well-done bacon. (laughter) The eleven months hadn’t been kind, and it had gotten sort of dried out and crispy. I put it up to my nose and there was no odor whatsoever (laughter) and it did occur to me that someone just sort of watching from the side would have thought I was performing a satanic ritual with a Tiddley-Wink, I guess. 

But nonetheless I wrapped the object back up tightly into a ball and placed it into the hole and began carefully putting the dirt that I had dug out back on, and I tamped it down with the end of the shovel and stamped it with my foot and, you know, uncertain as to exact protocol, I muttered a brief prayer, which was a mix of the Shema with bits of Bob Dylan’s “Shelter from the Storm” mixed in. (laughter) It was just something I had invented there on the spot and I stepped back to take in the spectacle and I felt this kind of odd sense of pride and paranoia, mostly because I had just broken the law, but proud that I had you know met the contract with my son, so but we hastily wanted to leave because again I didn’t know if the authorities were after me or whatnot but I realized that we were in a forest, so I wasn’t sure how I was going to be able to remember this tree, so I sat down and drew a very, very detailed map. I noted landmarks and penciled in all the walkways and did east and west directionals. It’s not exactly to scale, I’ve actually since been back and taken some photographs and even located—using Google Earth (laughter) I think I’ve located the exact tree. 

So at some point I’m going to turn all this documentation over to my son Nathaniel and at that point remembering all this will be his obligation and I assume at some point in time he’ll thirty-odd years from now, return there and perhaps snip down a few branches for his wedding, and I only hope I’m there to receive the frantic phone call when he rings me to tell me that he’s been arrested for the crime of abuse to trees, (laughter) at which point we’ll, you know, we’ll blame the mohel and plead for some religious tolerance and try to keep the incident a secret from his mother. But, you know, there’s also a very good chance that he may grow up to want nothing to do with chuppahs or foreskins or marriage, because as my father said to me when I was recounting this story to him, he said, “You know, we all draw maps for our children but they usually tend to make their own routes, and often they go in the exact opposite direction that we’ve laid out for them. Thank you very much.

(applause)

MIKE DAISEY: Peter Hyman! It is remarkable thing how a story can be so sweet and moving about something that happens to an eight-day-old, but if you are thirty-five or forty, it’s much more difficult to imagine circumcision, you know, just imaging it, I try to imagine why, what life must be like for these punning mohels who travel the streets of New York working day after day, and if anyone out there, there are a lot of creative people come to the moth, if there is anyone out there who is developing a TV series and is thinking, like, “this is the angle that America is waiting for, is the punning mohel.”

Our next storyteller is a fantastic person. I just got to meet him for the first time, a wonderful, generous spirit, and I asked him what was sacred to him and he said after just a moment’s reflection, very simply he said, “People, people are sacred.” And I thought that was such a fantastic, simple, clear answer. Ladies and gentlemen, the Reverend Wayne Reece.

REV. WAYNE REECE: Travel with me if you will to a space called the panhandle of Texas. Travel with me if you will to a time, the year 1960, fifty years ago, specifically the Saturday before Easter. I was in my last year in seminary at Southern Methodist University in Dallas, Texas, but I was also pastoring four churches that I had just gone to two months before in January and I was—on that Saturday I was agonizing to finish my sermon that I had worked on all week long trying to get it down to the perfection that Christian preachers try to do on Easter. I tried to put in some of my experiences and my reflections. I had also dropped in some wonderful quotations from the theologians of the day and I was ready to preach that day, but I had to wait another day. 

That Saturday in the evening, some of the—fourteen of the kids from the four churches that I was serving, Sadler, Gordonville, Gunter, and Tioga, they came over to a special time that would prepare them for Easter. At about nine o’clock they all left, and one guy was left. His friend had left him behind and had forgotten him and Brian asked me if I could take him home to Tioga, and I said, “sure,” and I told my wife where I was going, what I was doing, so Brian and I jumped in my station wagon, and we headed off. For me this was virgin territory, uncharted. I had driven these roads in the last two months during the day on the major thoroughfares but I had not traveled those country roads in the dark. I got Brian to his home, dropped him, and headed back, and it was about ten o’clock at night, and I was needing to get home and get to bed so I could be prepared for the four messages the next morning. 

And then it happened. I had forgotten to fill up my gas tank that day. My car started to sputter and spit and then it died. “What do I do?” I’m out here in the middle of nowhere, I can’t see anything, so I wondered where do I do, who can I find? There was no house around, there were no gas stations around, and so I apprehensively but knowingly got out of my car, locked it up, and started going someplace, not knowing where I was going or when I was going to get there and what I would find when I got there. 

So I had walked almost two hours, or at least it seemed two hours, but actually I found out when I got to the place I’d only been gone thirty-five minutes, but I saw in the distance a gleaming light and like a moth being drawn to the flame, I went to that glow, and as I neared it I heard twanging, blaring music, and I found myself at a country roadhouse surrounded by pickup trucks and motorcycles. Now, I had never been in one of these, and I didn’t know what to expect, but I knew that I had to have somebody try to help me and I wondered if I would find anybody like that here. So I apprehensively went into the roadhouse, and over on the side, there was a little room and there were three guys in there playing pool, and I thought, “Well, maybe they could help me, or at least they could tell someone who could help me.” 

So I went in there, and just as I walked in one guy came up to me and said, “Hey I’m Eric, and do you want to play pool?” I thought maybe they thought I could be hustled, because I had, well, I looked like I had money, but, anyhow, I said, “I used to play pool when I was in high school,” and then I thought to myself and I had done pretty well but I hadn’t played for six years, and he said, “Well, would you break on a game of stripes and solids?” And I said “sure,” so I racked them up, went to get the cue stick, chalked it up, put talc on my hands and stroked and cracked the rack. Meaning, they broke. 

One ball went in. I did it again. Two balls had gone in. Three balls went in, and by now I realized that I had amazingly gotten back my youthful talent of pool. Well, to make a long story short, I put in four more balls. There was only ball left, the eight ball. This is the pièce de résistance in eight ball. I called it for the left corner pocket. I stroked, hit, and it went in. And immediately Eric said, “Uh-oh, we’ve got a pool shark in our midst.” He was kinder than another guy who said, “Okay, are you a pool hustler in the neighborhood?” Well, I thought to myself, what do I say? And Eric said, “Okay, come and sit down,” we sat down and a couple of other guys joined us at the table and he said, “I want you to tell us why you are in our neighborhood.” Man, what do I say to these guys? “Okay, I’m the new preacher at the Tioga Methodist Church. (laughter) I’m on my way back to Sadler,” which was about thirty miles away, “I ran out of gas, I’ve got to get home because I’m preaching at four churches in the morning and because it’s Easter.” 

Roy said, “What’s Easter?” Two of the guys chided Roy because of what he had said, but he said, “Honestly, I’ve never been to church before and I want to know the story about Easter.” So I thought to myself, “what do I tell Roy?” Do I give him the sermon that I had prepared and that was filled with illustrations from Paul Tillich’s The New Being, or do I try to find new ways to tell the story, the old, old story to the new ears of Roy? So I thought for a moment and then I swallowed and started in. 

“Now, there was this guy named Jesus and he gathered around him twelve guys of his friends and they were his gang, and they roamed the countryside together and they talked about peace and justice and love and God, and they did great things, but the authorities wanted to get him and so they tried to find ways of either capturing him or killing him.” Well, I told a little bit more of the story until I came down to the end and I said, “One night one of the gang ratted on him to the authorities, and so they caught Jesus and the next day they hanged him on a tree and they killed him. Two days later, some of the gang went to try to find him in the tomb where they had laid him, and he wasn’t there, and they searched around and asked around, and finally someone said, ‘God has raised Jesus from the dead and has given him new life.’ Now, Roy, that’s the story of Jesus, and that’s the story of Easter.” 

And Roy blurted out, “Man, that’s an awesome story,” and I said, “You know, I believe in an awesome God.” After a brief period of silence, Eric seemed to be the leader, and he got up and he said, “Let’s go get the shark some gas.” (laughter) Hey, I had a new name, the Shark, and I had a bunch of new guys as my friends. Well, anyhow, we went outside and they siphoned some gas from someplace, I don’t know where, (laughter) they put it in the can, Eric gave me the can and said, “Hey, sit on the back with me,” and so I got on the motorcycle with him, and this was another new first, I’d never been on a motorcycle before! So we traveled three miles down the dusty road, I got off, poured the gas in the can, gave the can back to Eric, and they took off without saying a word, and I was sorry to see my new friends go. 

Well, I finally got home about twelve-thirty, and my wife was frantic, because she didn’t know what had happened to me. You see, that was b.c., before cell phones, and she said, “Why don’t you come to bed?” I said, “I can’t come to bed. I had a great experience tonight. I got stranded, I got friends, I played pool, I told the story of Easter to new people, I have got to rewrite my sermon, because the intellectual sermon that I have prepared for my people tomorrow is not their story.” So she went off to bed, and I hurriedly wrote down the new message that had come to me as I was driving back on that awesome travel from the roadhouse. I went to bed. I felt great and spent and excited. This was going to be a chance to tell a story of the faith that had meant so much to me and had called me into ministry. 

So I woke up the next morning, I headed off to the first three churches on the circuit, and after each church I felt more confident and more expectant, and I realized that if at all possible I would never preach sermons the old way. (guitar chord) So I got to Tioga at one o’clock, and I walked in, and there the people were, eighty wonderful people dressed in their finery. As we were beginning to sing the first hymn, what did I hear outside but a roar of motorcycles coming up? And in walked seven guys dressed in their black leather jackets and their black leather pants, their uniform that they had on last night, and the usher looked at me and wondered what he was supposed to say and on his own he said, “Could I help you?” And Eric, in his great bosso voice, said, “Hey, we’re here to hear the Shark tell the story of Easter. (laughter) Again.”

(applause)

MIKE DAISEY: Reverend Wayne Reece! That’s a fantastic and moving story of ministry. I do feel in the interests of the open disclosure that the Moth is known and lauded for that the Reverend was running a game of three-card monte in the green room before we started. (laughter) I mean, I’m just saying that I lost forty bucks and Al lost sixty bucks, and all the storytellers tonight. I mean, he says he’s giving it all to charity, and I believe him. I’m kist a working artist and I really could have used that—his hands are so fast. I just—I should have known better, you know, really I shoulda.

Our next storyteller this evening is a dear friend who I met at MacDowell, a writing colony up in far distant New Hampshire, and it’s a writing colony—this is the kind of place that they exile writers to to punish them for their sins. They send you to a cold, remote, desolate place, they put you in a tiny cabin, because in theory this is what you always wanted, and then you sit in that tiny cabin losing your goddamn mind. Because what writers really want to do is be next to one another and talk and play ping-pong and have sex and never, ever, ever, ever, ever finish any of their writing. So, because of this when you’re at MacDowell, most people tend to go to the common house in the center, and that’s where I met this writer. 

The writers at MacDowell, they arrange themselves, in a sort of an order, you know, there’s a hierarchy of sorts, and some of that comes from the outside world, but some of it happens because of the essential nature of the writers, and this storyteller, he just has a tremendous poise, and he would sit on the couch and he would show how deeply addicted to the Internet he was. He would come with his laptop and he would just sit on that couch like some kind of regal lion, and he would just answer his e-mail endlessly. And when you’d ask him how his day was going, he’d be like, “I’m getting through the e-mail.” And you’d be like, “Oh my God, it’s so beautiful, someone who is so successful and so fabulously prolific and yet at the same time is clearly as addicted to the Internet as I am.” I felt vindicated for all of the years I have wasted doing absolutely nothing at all. And I asked him, I asked him what was sacred to him and he gave a fantastic answer that’s very him. He said, “Sleep.” Ladies and gentlemen, Andrew Solomon.

(applause)

ANDREW SOLOMON: A lot of my work is about resilience. I’ve written about it in a whole range of contexts. I wrote about it among artists who were responding to the Soviet Union. I wrote about it in the context of a fat book about depression. And having been so interested in resilience and so interested in art I was fascinated to think about a place where there was no art, and under the Taliban in Afghanistan there was no art at all. And so I decided that I would go there immediately after the American invasion and see what happened after the Taliban had fallen. 

Now, there are arguments to be made that if you are gay and Jewish with an anxiety disorder and a tendency toward depression, a field trip to war-ravaged Afghanistan (laughter) may not be incredibly sound judgment, and there were those who tried to discourage me, but I went, and when I got there, I thought, “This is a whole new level of anxiety, but at least I’ve got my story to do.” So my first port of call was the UN, because that was sort of the center of everything that was happening, and I went and I met with someone at the UN and I said, “I’ve come, I’m doing a story, the New York Times agreed to send me, and I’m going to write about the resurgence of art in Afghanistan following the fall of Taliban,” and I said, “You’ve been living here for some time,” I said. “Do you know any artists?” And he said, “There are no artists in Afghanistan.” I said, “Oh, well, maybe some poets or some musicians?” And he said, “There are no poets in Afghanistan, but there is someone downstairs whose sole job actually has been to look at the music of Afghanistan and in fact try to get it out into the world and he’d probably know all about the musicians, so if you can just go downstairs, you could talk to him, and I imagine he’ll be able to help you.” 

And I thought that would be great, because while I could just about imagine a world without film and without photography and without acting and without poetry and without any kind of figurative visual art I couldn’t really imagine a country without music, a country where it had been illegal for a mother to hum to her child—people had been arrested for that—a country where it was illegal even to clap. And so I went downstairs to the man who’d come to study music in Afghanistan, and I did my little patter song, and I said I was there to write about all of these things and I said, I wondered, you’ve been studying this, I said, can you tell me about some musicians in Afghanistan, and he said, “There is no music in Afghanistan,” and I thought “I’ve come quite a long way to get the story of how there is actually no art or music in Afghanistan.” 

And fortunately I had a translator with me, my translator Farouk, who was and is an amazing friend, and who had trained as a doctor under the Taliban, which meant that each day he had eight hours of instruction—seven hours of religious instruction and one hour of medical instruction and he felt that he really didn’t know enough to be a doctor and had decided to be a translator for a while while he tried to educate himself. And Farouk said to me, “You know, I don’t know much about the things you’re interested in,” he said, “but there is actually a museum in Kabul. It’s small, but it’s the national gallery of Afghanistan, and they’re sort of reopening it later today, and we could probably get into that if you wanted to go.” And I said, “I would definitely like to go.” 

And we went off to the museum and we went in and on the walls of the museum there were a lot of empty landscapes and of course the Taliban had said the representation of the human figure or even animals was contrary to Islamic law, a debatable point but one that they had held, but it turned out that there was an artist, a Dr. Asifi, who had when the Taliban came to power had gone into the museum at night with a set of watercolors and he had painted over all of the figures within the paintings and when we got there, Dr. Asifi was there and he had a bucket of water, and he had a piece of cloth, and Karzai, who seemed like the great hope at that point, had come for this opening as well and the electricity kept going out like it did everywhere that winter, and Dr. Asifi carried his bucket and he dipped his piece of cloth in, and he began to rub the surface of one of the paintings and suddenly everything began to appear. The figures came out, the animals came out, what the painting was about came out, and everyone burst into applause. 

And Dr. Asifi said to me that he had a friend who was the greatest painter of miniatures. The Persian miniature is an art that began in Herat, and the Afghans therefore claim it as their own. And he said, go and see this guy who does the miniatures and there was no phone system in Afghanistan at that point and there was no postal system and there was certainly no fax or e-mail and the only way to see anyone was to go and show up where they were, so I got the address of this other artist, and I went off to see him, and he showed me these exquisite miniatures that he was painting, and I said, “They’re very, very beautiful.” I said, “But they seem—they seem very, very traditional.” I said, “Are you introducing any kind of innovation?” And he said to me, “Ah,” he said, “you come from the West, where the past is safe, and so you can make things that are about the future, but for those of us in Afghanistan, whose past has been very nearly annihilated, we have to secure the past before we can even begin to think about the future.” And he said to me, “If you want to understand these feelings, I do know a poet who has gone back to writing secular poetry. You should go and see him.” 

So the next day we went to see the poet, and we showed up at his house and he showed me some of his poems, one of which said, “on the highest escarpment on the sharpest peak, inscribe this epitaph of a futureless generation, that instead of mother’s milk we were given guns and instead of education we were given war. Don’t blame us. We could do nothing for you.” And he said to me, “You should to talk to other people who are writing and other people who are doing things,” and he gave me a few more names and addresses. 

And one of them was for a woman who was doing poetry with some other women, and we went to their house and they agreed to come and meet with us someplace else and when they walked in they were all wearing burkas. And they took off the burkas so that we could sit and talk and they were incredibly sophisticated and cosmopolitan. And I said, “The Taliban has fallen, why are you still wearing that thing? Why is everyone in Kabul still wearing those burkas?” And one of them said, “Well, I’m wearing it because they might come back to power, and if they do they’ll punish anyone who went out without one.” And one of them said, “I’m wearing this because if I get raped or beaten up people will say it was my own fault.” And then the third one, who was the poet, said, “I always thought if the Taliban fell I would burn this thing, and I would never put it on again, but you know, after five years, you get used to being invisible, and the prospect of being visible again is very overwhelming.” She was the one who said to me, “There is a lot of music. There is a lot of music.” 

And she said, “This is the best singer, you should go and see this man,” and she gave me his name and his address, and so the next day we went to his house and we arrived and he greeted us and he was very warm, and we stood outside the house for a minute and I said to him, “You’re a singer,” I said, “you couldn’t sing for all these years, you had no music at all,” I said, “Didn’t you go crazy? Wouldn’t one go crazy having no music at all?” And he said, “At the beginning, I thought I would go crazy,” he said, “But then I realized that there was a kind of music that even the Taliban couldn’t forbid,” and he said, “Come in,” and we walked into his house, and as we were walking in, he said, “A few months after they came to power I went to the market and I bought twenty pigeons, and I bought twenty doves and they’ve lived in the house with me ever since.” And we sat in his room while these doves and pigeons flew around us in circles—the room was a mess. (laughter) And he said that was the music and he said, “If you’re really interested in music,” he said, “There’s actually a group of amazing musicians who are really trying to bring back the great Afghan classical tradition.” He said, “They practice most afternoons in the basement of a building opposite the television tower, go there and hear what they’re doing.” 

So that afternoon Farouk and I went off to hear the other musicians and when we arrived they were in this basement, it was cold in Kabul, it was February, there was no heating anywhere, they were sitting there and they were playing with gloves on on stringed instruments, which I must say does not improve the performance, but nonetheless they were playing beautifully, and I sat and I watched them, and at the end of an hour, they said, “You seem so interested.” They said, “Do you have any questions for us?” And I said, “If you weren’t able to play for all those years, how did you remember these instruments and what to do with them?” And one of them said to me, “You know, we couldn’t practice in real life during the day, but I practiced every night in my dreams.” 

And then I said to one of them, “That instrument you’re playing, I know that’s a traditional Afghan instrument. All the instruments were supposed to be destroyed when the Taliban came to power. How did you keep it and in good shape too?” And he said, “Oh yes, this is a serenda,” he said, “and what I did was I had a woodpile behind the house, where I kept all of the wood, and I put the serenda in the middle of the woodpile, and every few days I would bring in some more logs, or I’d take some logs away, and I’d rearrange it, and if you were only looking at it from the end it would pass for scrap wood. And I knew that if any of my neighbors reported me I could get stoned to death,” he said, “But it gave me such comfort to know it was there in the pile.” 

And then I said, “I loved hearing you music,” and they said, “You know, there are only seven of us here today, and there are actually eleven in the group. We could get the whole group together if you want to hear us all play,” and I said, “I would love that,” and they said, “Well, when do you want to do it,” and I said, “How about Friday?” and they said, “Sure, Friday would be good.” And I said, “Afternoon, five o’clock?” And they said, “Five o’clock would be great,” and then I had a little inspiration, and I said, “I’m happy to come back and hear you playing here again, I know this is where you practice. But actually a group of journalists and I rented an old Al-Qaeda house, which were the only houses that actually did have heating in Kabul at that point, and maybe you’d like to come and play someplace where you didn’t have to have gloves on your hands to play stringed instruments, and they said, “That would be fantastic,” and I said, “Great, so five o’clock Friday, this is where I’m living, I’ll see you then.” 

And then we left, and I thought, “Wow, I have eleven musicians coming to play in the house at five o’clock on Friday,” and I thought, “Those poets we saw and that other singer, we should invite them to come and hear these guys, these guys are really amazing,” and I thought, “we should find the artists we saw,” and then I thought, “and I would love to invite Marla,” my friend Marla, the human-rights activist who was living down the block and who was killed in Iraq and who I miss, and I wanted to invite the other journalists with whom I was sharing the house, and I had to invite the man from the UN who had told me there was no music in Afghanistan, (laughter) and I thought, “I’ll just invite all the people I’d met,” I’d been there only a week but I’d met a lot of people, and Farouk and I spent Thursday going around and inviting people, and we invited everyone.

And there was a guy who cooked at the house where we were staying, and I said to him, “There’s going to be a bunch of people coming on Friday. Could you by any chance provide some snacks for people?” And he said, “I could make dinner if you want me to.” I said, “I don’t think you could you make dinner. There will be eighty or ninety people coming here,” and he said, “Oh,” he said, “eighty or ninety. He said, “Well, the only way I could make dinner for eighty or ninety people would be if I got an assistant and I had money to buy ingredients, you know, and that’s a big thing.” And I said, “Well, I understand that, what would be involved in that?” And he said, “That could be a hundred and fifty, it could be even two hundred dollars to do dinner for ninety.” (laughter) And I said, “I’m going to spring for it,” and I said, “You go ahead and do that.” 

And so the next day it was Friday and at five o’clock the musicians arrived and they sat down and they began to play and it was so long since they had had an audience and they had had people who wanted to listen, and the Afghans came and the foreigners who I’d got to know came and the guy from the UN came and everyone came, and there was this amazing buffet dinner. I went to Afghanistan to do a piece for the New York Times, but after I returned, I did a piece for Food & Wine magazine, (laughter) but we sat there and everyone ate and the musicians were so enraptured by having us all there that they would get up one at a time to get some food or to do something but they just never stopped playing and they went on and they played and they played, and the Afghans started showing the rest of us how to do certain kinds of traditional dancing to the music, and we began dancing, and they played, and we ate, and someone showed up with a bottle of whiskey, which was strictly contraband in Afghanistan at that point. It was sort of like being in tenth grade and having someone show up at your party with a bag of weed. (laughter) And I taught Farouk in English so he could teach as well as he could in some relevant language to everyone else the word for “hangover,” which was a word they had not previously needed, (laughter) and they just went on playing, and the music seemed to get more beautiful the more they played and the more they played together, and it was warm and it was glowing.

And there was a curfew in Kabul at ten o’clock (guitar strum) and you couldn’t be in the streets past ten o’clock and so at nine-thirty I began saying to people, “Do you want to get home, it’s going to be ten o’clock soon,” and I said it to the musicians and the musicians said, “Oh, it would take us an hour and a half to get home. We’ve missed the curfew, we’ll have to stay,” (laughter) and the guests started saying, “Oh, I can’t leave while this is happening,” and the musicians went on playing and the curfew was a curfew until dawn, and they played until six o’clock the following morning without ever taking a break, thirteen solid hours of music.

And afterwards I thought to myself that when I’d written about depression I had said there is a kind of joy which is possible only after you’ve been profoundly depressed and I realized there is a kind of music that is possible only after you’ve been silent for five years and that I had been the fortunate witness to those extraordinary sounds and to that sacred and holy moment when the music began again. 

I told Farouk a few days ago on Skype that I was going to tell this story, and we had a long talk about it and went over some of the details, and when we finished, Farouk, for whom I have had tried to get a visa to come here now for almost ten years, Farouk said to me, “I am so glad that you’ll tell that story and that people will be able to remember the moment of hope when the American invasion had just happened and we were so joyful and had such belief in what we thought was going to come.” Thank you.
(applause)

MIKE DAISEY: Andrew Solomon! That was a fantastic story. I think that captures exactly the heart of the reason why it’s worthwhile to do this, to come to a place and hear a story live, you know, it really speaks to that thing, because you could be at home, you could be watching Law & Order on any of a number of different cable channels, and, you know, there are so many versions of Law & Order that you would eventually see one that you had never seen or perhaps had forgotten that you had seen it in the past, which is good enough, you know, and you would watch it and be sort of narcotized. It’s a valuable thing to be here now, to actually be in this space together. Thank you so much for coming tonight. Give yourself a hand. (applause) You came. This is so delightful. We can all be delighted with ourselves.

I would now like to introduce Joan Firestone, she’s the executive director of the Moth, and she’s going to have just a few words. Joan.

JOAN FIRESTONE: It is an extraordinary privilege to be here. The relationship between the Library and the Moth is personally important to me. I spent many years growing up in the Library, and I hope to spend many years at the Moth. This evening has something that you will never forget. You have images from upstairs, you have stories from here. And the Moth has many, many stories. We’re happy that Paul Holdengräber was able to help bring people here but we also have to thank Meg Bowles, (applause) who is our curator and who really finds the top talent. We’ve got directors and producers, but we have storytellers and we have programs and since Paul did a little advertising, I’m going to do the same thing. We have a website. It is www.themoth.org. If you like this program, there are programs all the time. We have slams, we have main stages, but I also want you to write in your calendar November 16, because we have what’s called the Moth Ball, which is our annual gala, and the Library should also recognize and all of you will recognize and all of you will recognize that we are honoring this year Calvin Trillin, whom we all hold in great esteem. So I hope you will join us on many occasions, but particularly on November 16. Thank you.

(applause)

MIKE DAISEY: I think that I just you all applauded and I came all the way to the stage. I think I came here to tell you that we are taking an intermission. Enjoy your drinking. We’ll see you in a little bit. 

(intermission)

MIKE DAISEY: Ladies and gentleman, Jon Spurney. Well, this is it. The moment after the intermission. You have gotten slightly drunker. I sadly am still sober. And we careen into the second half of our evening, hopefully suitably lubricated, and ready, I hope, to hear three more stories this evening. The theme this evening, The Sacred, is a fantastic one, because it opens up a lot of doors, you know. I mean, truthfully, the Moth over the years, these fourteen long seasons have had some themes that are not so good. (laughter) You know, Clothes Hangers, Frogs. It’s wonderful when they pick a theme that is more evocative, that opens doors that people walk through. 

I grew up in far northern Maine, right on the border with Canada, in a town called Fort Kent, you’ve never heard of it. It’s actually where U.S. Route 1 ends, it actually ends right in the town. Like, there’s actually a sign that says, “Here ends U.S. Route 1,” and the tar road actually ends, and it turns into a gravel road, and then it turns into a dirt road, and then it turns into a path in the woods and then it just stops. (laughter) It’s a cold, remote, desolate place, Maine, you know, where it is winter eleven months of the year and one month is fly season. 

It’s a terrible, it’s a terrible place, and for me the landscape of the sacred for me, my faith was the Roman Catholic faith, I was raised Catholic, because in far northern Maine, everyone is Catholic. It’s French Canadian territory, and so everyone, everyone is Catholic. In fact, so many people are Catholic that the entire separation of church and state breaks down in Fort Kent, Maine. I was in a public school, but I had an enormous number of nuns who were teaching me, and they would strike us with rulers, and honestly, it wasn’t until years later I was like, “That’s not normal.” 

Nor was it normal that there’s actually a house of religious instruction that they built just off of the school property, like literally like one foot off of it, but close enough that you could walk up there and then all of the students would happen to have study hall all at the same time, so that they could all walk up the hill and be taught catechism, and this works out great if 100 percent of your people are practicing Roman Catholics, and what they did in my school is if you did not belong to the Roman Catholic faith, if you were instead a member of what I swear to God I was taught to think were “splinter cults,” (laughter) which is what we called Baptists and Methodists and everyone else, (laughter) then you were left behind, which I think is kind of like what the thinking is what would happen to you in the end, right? You would be left behind, along with the Jews, because there were some Jews. 

And they all—everyone had this incredibly condescending way of talking about the Jews, they’d always say, they meant it very piously, they’d say, “The poor benighted Jews, they did, they’d say this all the time, and I never understood why. I now know that it’s because they were living in Fort Kent, Maine, you know. Poor benighted me! I don’t know why any of us were there. 

I vividly remember having to go up to that church of religious instruction and what they would do, if you were not—if you were a splinter cultist or if you were a Jew, then you would stay, you know, for study hall, you didn’t have to go to the church of religious instruction, but as if to prove that it was actually punitive, you weren’t allowed to have a study hall. Instead they made all those people put their heads down on their desks, (laughter) the entire time. And I vividly remember walking back down the hill in the snow, in the cold like it is now, walking down and looking through the windows at all of those kids with their heads down on their desks and wishing fervently that I was among them. I really think it’s that sacred experience that confirmed the reverent atheism that I practice today. (applause)

Our next storyteller is a marvelous, marvelous woman and I asked her what she holds sacred, and she said a two-part answer, sort of capturing—a lot of us have dual lives. She said her kids and the wording of the perfect joke. And I think it’d be like double word score if it was a perfect joke about her kids. Ladies and gentleman, Judy Gold.

(applause)

JUDY GOLD: My mother was born in 1922 and when she started grammar school she would leave every day at three o’clock and run across the street to the synagogue to sit in the Hebrew school class. Girls didn’t go to Hebrew school. It was thirty-three boys and one girl. And she went every single day for seven years after school and sat in the boys’ Hebrew school class, voluntarily. After the boys became bar mitzvahed, after they had all become bar mitzvahed they decided they were going to do something a little special and sort of confirm my mother on Shavuot, which is the holiday that tells the story of Ruth, and my mother’s name is Ruth, so they confirmed her at the synagogue, something small. She of course called it the first bat mitzvah, but I looked it up and it was not the first bat mitzvah, (laughter) but she thinks everything she does is just grand. 

So when I was growing up my mother of course had a very kosher home. Every Friday night we had Shabbat dinner, every Friday night we went to synagogue, I hated going, but they did have brownies afterwards, which I really enjoyed, sorry. (laughter) I didn’t really hate going, I only hated going a little bit. (laughter) Okay. So I just hated the car ride with my parents over there, that was it. I mean, we didn’t drive! (laughter) So, anyway, we were very religious. I mean, in a conservative sort of way. We had a sukkah in the backyard, and my mother would not knit on the weekends or there were certain things, we would drive sometimes but, you know, she kept her little rules, and any time we used the wrong spoon, you know, meat spoon for dairy, say we used a meat spoon for ice cream, my mother would take a huge screaming fit, the entire neighborhood would wake up and then instead of, I don’t know if you know this, that you have to actually in order to rekosher the utensil you have to bury it in the earth for three days. So in our case we used house plants, (laughter) so whenever I sat the table for dinner it was like, you know, ferns to the left of the plate, roses and violets to the right. 

And we grew up with all these Jewish customs and traditions and my mother made us go to Hebrew school, and she made us, my brother and sister and I, she made us go to Hebrew high school, and I hated it. I hated it so much. I grew up in suburban New Jersey. My mother grew up on the Upper West Side, and she would tell me stories about the city and how suburban New Jersey was like living with a bunch of farmers, so that was really positive and wonderful, but the girls were really kind of JAPpy, and when it came to bat mitzvah time, you know, I was already six feet tall and in the marching band, so I wasn’t really popular, (laughter) and I was invited to a few bat mitzvahs and they were so lavish and over the top. I remember Mindy Weissman came out of a cake with sparklers, very religious. Lori Blinter rented this entire hall, everyone had like ball gowns on, they had live bands, virgin Daiquiris, it was the most, people went to Shea Stadium, it was unbelievable. 

So when it got to my bat mitzvah time, I thought, “All right, this is my time to be cool, I’m going to be popular, I’m going to have a really cool party.” And my mother said to me, “Listen, Judith, it’s not about the party, it’s about the religious experience,” and I was like, “Ma, look at me, I need this party.” (laughter) She said, “Too bad, Judith,” and we had a little dinner before, then my bat mitzvah, then a little dessert after, and for the prizes, you know, you have to give these giveaways, my mother got little change purses for the girls and key chains for the boys. I remained a complete nerd for the rest of my time in suburban New Jersey. I was completely unpopular. 

And I got to high school and, you know, it was kind of annoying. My parents were very old, they were twenty years older than most of my friends’ parents, they told me everyone hated the Jews on a daily basis, and anytime I brought a friend home and I would introduce them, my mother would ask me if I thought they would hide me. (laughter) So I grew up in this paranoid religious household. If the paperboy came to collect his money on Sabbath or on a Jewish holiday, my mother would take a screaming fit at the door. I never ate school lunch because it wasn’t kosher, so when it became my adolescence and my time to rebel I started sneaking Burger King in the backyard. I would take newspaper and put it over our picnic table in order to not dekosher anything, it was my kosher Switzerland zone, and there I would eat my cheeseburgers. Everyone else was smoking pot and drinking and I was eating cheeseburgers in the backyard. 

When I got to college, I thought “I’m free.” I discovered shellfish. Lobster. And my mother kept calling me and saying, “Judith, go to Hillel. Please go to the Hillel. Go to the Hillel.” I’m like, “I’m not going to Hillel, they don’t even let the women on the bema to open the ark. I’m not going to Hillel, I’m done with this crap.” So I just really didn’t do anything. I rebelled completely. I was like, “I am done with this. I am going to assimilate 100 percent. And that’s it. I’m sick of all this crap.” 

Well, I graduated college, and I realized I was gay. No, I realized I was gay when I was growing up, but I kind of came out after college to my inner circle and I also started—I moved to New York, two blocks from where my mother had grown up. And I started doing stand-up comedy, and, you know, Judaism didn’t really fit into my stand-up comedy. I mean, it fit in because I got material, Jewish jokes, but other than that, here I am, on the road, I can’t be Jewish, and it was a pain in the ass, you know, not working on Friday, I couldn’t do, so I completely abandoned it plus I couldn’t stand the way they treated women. So I completely stopped doing anything, except I’d go home for Rosh Hashanah and do a little fake Judaism thing like everyone else does. (laughter)

So when I was twenty-seven I was living with my partner and I had come home that afternoon and there was a message on my answering machine from my mother and she said that she thought my father had had a heart attack, that they were at the swim club, and that I should come to the hospital. So I took a shower, and I got in the car, and I drove to New Jersey and by that time it had been early evening. And I walked into the ICU, and there was my mother sitting there in her bathing suit, and she still had her bathing suit on. I brought her home, and I opened the refrigerator, and there was this bowl filled with bean salad that she had made for my father for dinner that evening. And I thought, “My father’s never going to eat this bean salad.” 

He was on a life-support system for six days and at the end of those six days when we finally unplugged him, my brother, sister, mother, and I were standing around his bed when he took his last breath, and we all looked at each other and recited the twenty-third psalm. When I got home, we met with the rabbi and the funeral was the following morning and the one thing I remember about the funeral—two things I remember about the funeral, is I was getting picked up in a limo and I thought, “God, I thought the first time I got picked up in a limo I’d be going to some awards show or something, not my father’s funeral,” and I remember the sound of the dirt hitting the coffin, and I thought, “this is so final,” and we all got home, and there’s a Jewish custom where you wash your hands after you visit a cemetery, after you go to a funeral, you wash your hands before you enter your home to wash the death off of your hands, so I followed that custom, I washed my hands, and for seven days my family and I sat shivah. Every night people from all over the community came, and they recited the Mincha service, the Ma’ariv service, and the mourners’ Kaddish, and the whole community came together and I followed all of these customs. And after the seven days there’s another custom where you walk around the block as, for the first time not as a mourner and you reenter society not as a mourner. So my brother had gone home to Arizona, and my mother and I and my sister decided we were going to take this walk around the block, and we took our walk and on that walk I thought to myself, “What would I have done the past two weeks if I didn’t have Judaism? I wouldn’t have known what to do. I know how to mourn, and now I know how to enter society not as a mourner.” 

And I decided I was going to go, wherever I was doing stand-up, I was going to find a synagogue and go say mourners’ Kaddish every Saturday, so I went on the road, I was, you know, Cleveland, Albuquerque, Boston, and I would look Conservative synagogues and meanwhile all night I’m, you know, cursing over the sound of a blender in a comedy club and people smoking and calling me a dyke (laughter) and then Saturday morning I would get up and I would put on a skirt and I would call a cab and I would say mourners’ Kaddish for my father and I remember thinking, “I know all these songs,” and I remember looking at the people thinking, “God, I know everything that’s in their refrigerator.” (laughter)

Well, I—a few years later, my partner and I decided that we were going to have children and we got an anonymous sperm donor, and I looked at the religion catalog and picked a Jew and I decided to kosher my kitchen, because that’s how I had grown up, and I decided that I wanted my son to have Friday-night dinners just like I had growing up. So we started this tradition where I didn’t work on Friday nights and my kitchen was kosher and I would scream any time someone used the wrong utensil, but I did not put them in the plants, I couldn’t deal with that, (laughter) plus we live in New York, and I didn’t even have any plants, so I don’t know what I’m talking about. I sort of embraced this whole tradition even though I had the most nontraditional life that anyone can have. 

And last year, last year, Henry, my older son, and—I enrolled them both in Hebrew school, cause I had to go to Hebrew school, they have to go to Hebrew school, (laughter) Henry is fourteen, Ben is nine, and they both go to Hebrew school, and last year, Henry became a bar mitzvah. (guitar strum) My partner and I had broken up a few years earlier and I had met a nice Jewish therapist, and we are in a relationship, my partner is in a relationship with someone else as well, and when I introduced my mother to my partner, we went out to lunch and my mother said she wanted to pick up the check and asked if I could go into her purse and get out her change purse, and I went inside and there was the change purse from my bat mitzvah. 
And a year later Henry became a bar mitzvah, and we went to synagogue and he stood on the bema, and his four moms, his two moms and his two stepmoms, stood on either side of him. (laughter) I opened the ark, he took out the Torah, and he started walking around the synagogue before he read his Torah portion, and I walked behind him, and everyone kept going in my face saying “Mazel tov! Mazel tov! Mazel tov! Mazel tov!” And I just was overwhelmed with emotion, and he brought the Torah back to the bema and he put it down, and it was the same bema that his grandmother had got confirmed on seventy-four years before. I thought to myself, “Oh my God, I am the ultimate Jewish mother. I have created a Jewish man.”

(applause)

MIKE DAISEY: Judy Gold! We needed more Judy Golds in Fort Kent. (laughter) It would have really helped. It would have really helped a lot, you know. The evening. Are you having a good evening? (applause) Is it working out? Because we can roll in a flat screen and play a Law & Order episode. I mean, we could do that, but it’s working for you? Good. That’s good. Our next storyteller answered the question that I posed to him, that I’ve been posing all evening, the question of what is sacred to you and he gave a great, simple, profound answer. He said “time.” Ladies and gentleman, Imam Khalid Latif.

(applause)

IMAM KHALID LATIF: Little shorter than the previous speaker, in case you can’t notice. Actually both of the previous speakers. When I was about twelve years of age my brother and I went to Pakistan to visit my grandmother. And when I was twelve I looked a little bit different from what I look like right now. We were walking through the streets one day. I was wearing some baggy jeans, I had on my Timberland boots, I was wearing a baseball hat backwards, I had really long Pantene Pro-V kind of hair. (laughter) I didn’t have a beard at that time. Most twelve-year-olds don’t have beards. From my part of the world. Some do. 

And as we were going through the street I came upon a young boy who was probably about six years of age. He was wearing a more traditional affair, what we call a shalwar kameez, it was a mint green tea color, and he started to look me up and down and as I got closer to him I was really anticipating what he was going to say, what he was going to do. And when he had finished checking me out to his own appeasement, he craned his head backwards and he screamed on the top of his lungs that Michael Jackson is here. And he and his friends started chasing me up and down the street thinking that I was Michael Jackson. (laughter) And I’m definitely not Michael Jackson. And now, fifteen years later, when I look back at it, it’s something that definitely makes me laugh, but it also makes me understand that I really didn’t fit in over there. That where my parents were from, the country that they immigrated from, it wasn’t really a place that I necessarily belonged and I definitely stood out. 

But over here as well where it wasn’t really that easy to fit in, I stood out a little bit differently but I still didn’t know where I belonged. So if I couldn’t be there and I couldn’t be here, where could I really go? When I was starting my undergrad, I went to New York University, and as a freshman at NYU I didn’t really anticipate being engaged in any kind of organized Islamic activity, which sounds pretty bad now that I say it out loud. (laughter) 

So I sought out the Muslim student organization, thinking that the kind of Muslims I would meet there would be Muslims like I had grown up with and I had interacted with as a child. My father, he’s a doctor, we interacted with a lot of Pakistani doctors and their families, and that was the kind of Islam that I was privy to. Now, when I went to this student organization, I thought that I would walk in, I would see a lot of people who were probably Arab, people who were South Asian, and the first person that I saw was this Indonesian kid who had a very scraggly beard and he was carrying a surfboard in his hand, and I was like, “What are you?” I couldn’t imagine that this person was actually a Muslim, because he didn’t look any Muslims that I had ever met growing up, and when I went into the room I saw there was Muslims who were black, Muslims who were white, Muslims who were studying a lot of different things. There was also a lot of non-Muslims.

And the atmosphere was one that began to really highlight to me the diversity that existed within Islam and it also helped me to begin to cement my religious identity. It started to bear an external manifestation. I grew my beard out and I started to cover my head and it seemed like I was starting to understand a little bit more about who I was and where I wanted to be. When I was a sophomore I was running through Washington Square Park to my Arabic class early one morning and I had overslept like I usually do and when I walked into the class, people were talking to each other, the professor wasn’t really teaching, and after a couple of minutes a security guard walked in and he said, “Classes are canceled for today. Please evacuate the building. There is a plane that has flown into the World Trade Center.” I left from the building, I went back into Washington Square Park, which moments before had been completely empty and now there was probably about ten or twelve thousand kids in the park, and all of them were looking downtown towards the World Trade Center. People were speaking to one another, there was a lot of commotion, and as we stood there the second plane hit, and all of the noise stopped and there was just a sudden silence. And the silence it seemed to go on and on forever, but it was soon disrupted by more commotion and people began to just move about. 

I went into my dormitory, where I was now privy to conversations that people weren’t necessarily conscious of that I was hearing. My dorm mates were saying things to the effect that we need to get all Muslims out of this country, that they are people who are violent and they are people who are terrorists, and when they saw that I was actually listening they stopped and I said, “if you mean it, why are you being quiet now?” A girl tried to push me down the stairs of our dorm. The people who I was living with who were two of my friends who were Hindu, they wouldn’t let me walk around by myself, and all the while my parents, they were in New Jersey, they were very concerned because there was no way for me to get out of the city. Finally I was able to get on a train and I went back to Edison, the town that I was born and the town that I was raised in, and when I got out of the train I went into the parking lot, and my sister she ran out of the car and she embraced me in front of everyone with tears coming out of her face, because she was very worried about what was happening to me and they had no idea. 

I got back to my house and my parents they had said to me “that we would appreciate if you didn’t cover your head when you go back to New York, that we want you to tone it down just a little bit, definitely keep your beard, but for our sake, don’t wear this kufi that’s on your head, just try to blend in.” I went back to New York City for the first time in about a year with my head uncovered and I went back to my Arabic class, and I saw my classmates, I saw my friends. Girls who wore a headscarf were now wearing hoodie sweatshirts. Some of them had turtlenecks on, and they were wearing bandannas instead. Boys had trimmed their beards or even shaved off some of them, and people, at a time when a lot of individuals had questions about Islam, they were hiding the fact that they were Muslim. 

And when I went back into that Arabic class I sat with my classmates, and I saw a girl who pre-9/11 was somebody who not only wore a headscarf but under her own volition she made a decision to also wear a veil that covered her face so that all you could see were her eyes. And now after 9/11 on that first day back at class, she was still covering her hair, but she had removed that veil from her face out of concern for her safety and how people might treat her. And for the first time I looked into her face and she looked back into my face, and I truly felt so wretched that here at a time when people wanted somebody to speak to I was hiding myself, and this girl alone was willing to take it on despite what the consequences were. 

So I made a decision that I wouldn’t hide who I am anymore. That if somebody needed to talk to, they could come and find me because I would definitely look the part and not just keep it within. These days I work as a university chaplain at NYU and I also work as a chaplain for the NYPD, and on a lot of occasions I have opportunity to speak to people about my religion and to correct a lot of stereotypes and misinformations that are out there because our narrative is being told by others as opposed to us ourselves. And there are situations that still come about that make it evident that some people still don’t think that I’m someone who should be here. Every year I stand at the Ground Zero site on 9/11 with the members of families who had people pass away on that day, and last month, this year, I was standing with the families, we had eaten breakfast together, we took some buses down to the Ground Zero site, and I was in my police uniform, an inspector’s uniform, but I still had my beard, and I was still wearing my cap. 

And while we were there, with a lot of people surrounding us, three men with suits came up to me and they asked me to show them my police credentials. They said, “We just want to be sure you are somebody who walks with the police department. Secret Service had spotted you from the top of a building and they just wanted to check it out just in case.” And I said, “Just in case what?” And one man said, “I’m really sorry that I am doing this to you,” and I said, “Then why are you doing it?” and one of the women who was standing next to me, she said, “I’m sorry that they are doing this to you as well, that it is an embarrassment and it is a dishonor to the memory of my loved ones who we lost on that day that they would sit here and treat you in this way because you are a Muslim, that it is something courageous as well as compassionate that you are willing to stand here and show to all of us that as a Muslim you support us in our time of need, and the fact that they are telling you that you are somebody who should not be here because of the fact of who you are is truly something that is disgraceful.” And even in that situation where someone was telling me I don’t belong I found a deep solace in the fact that somebody else was willing to stand up and say that I most definitely do. Thank you.

(applause)

MIKE DAISEY: Imam Khalid Latif! Well, it’s been a fantastic evening. I’d like to think a few people. I’d like to thank all of our storytellers tonight, who brought the stories that made this possible. I’d like to thank our musician, Jon Spurney, I’d like to thank the Moth’s longtime coconspirator, Paul Holdengräber, who gives great introductions and programs some fantastic things. Curator Meg Bowles, the New York Public Library, without whom there would be no building here that you are inside of. Producer Jo Krukowski and the codirectors of tonight’s show, Catherine and Jenifer Hixson. I’ve worked with Catherine and Jenifer for a number of years and I’m very familiar with their ways, and it’s true people are laughing, because sometimes, you know, they can be a little questionable. They go a long way to make these evenings work. They’re like, “How are we going to make it work?” and they draw on so much, and I know that when they were putting this evening together, they were like, “the sacred, the sacred, and they had so much together, such a fantastic roster of performers, and they had so much, and they came to me and said, “We have everything together, but it’s just we need a headliner.” They were like, “We need a headliner.” 

And we were sitting together at the café and I was like, “God, I know why they’re asking me, because we’ve worked together a long time, so there’s like unspoken rules of engagement, you know, what you can and can’t ask for from someone and I knew that they wanted me to ask my brother Al Sharpton to speak. And they’d never asked me to do this before, because there’s certain things, you don’t want to like reach out, and we’re not as close as we used to be. But you know, I love him very much, and I’ve admired him from afar for a long, long time, and I felt like this was a time, this evening was going to be so special that I could reach back through those familial bonds and say, “Al, come on, you’re going to love it, they’re going to love you, it’s going to be a very, very special night,” and thankfully, you know, he took my call, which I wasn’t sure he would, because it’s been hard all these years. There’s been some distance, but he is a loving and a generous person. He also answered my question as to what he holds sacred, and his answer was as delightful as it is brief and clear. He said, “Justice.” Ladies and gentlemen, Reverend Al Sharpton.

REV. AL SHARPTON: Thank you. Actually, the last time I saw you you left me in a barren street in Maine (laughter) with no gas in the car. (laughter/applause) 

Actually I was born and raised in Brooklyn and started preaching very young. I—my mother took me to a Pentecostal church called Washington Temple Church of God in Christ, and when I was three years old I was baptized, having no idea what it meant but knowing that my mother said that’s what we do. And for some reason I became enamored with the bishop, and I would come home every Sunday and line up my sister’s dolls and put on my mother’s bathrobe (laughter) and preach to my sisters’ dolls, (laughter) whatever the bishop had preached. Many years later now I realize they were my best audience. (laughter)

And I eventually convinced the bishop to let me preach in church and I grew up in my young boy years a boy preacher, to the point that when I was nine, I preached at the World’s Fair, here near LaGuardia Airport, you can see the grounds. I met a singer that night, and the singer told me, “The day will come, young man, when you will be able to really know what you believe, not just what you preach. You’re preaching now out of talent, but you will one day really find conviction,” and I had no idea at nine years old what she was talking about. 

But as time went on and I got into my teen years I decided that I did not want to be a pastor of a congregation or a church, I wanted to be committed to social justice. And every—it was the end of the sixties, and everyone in my school, Tilden High School at that time in Brooklyn was either in the antiwar movement or a Panther or some kind of activist, and because I was a minister I was enamored with at that point Martin Luther King Jr., who had just been killed. And I wanted to do social justice. So I grew up in the aftermath of the King movement, always remembering the admonition of this gospel singer. So I felt I had my conviction, I knew what my calling was. And years went by and I became known for social justice work. 

We’re in January now, 1991, I’m in my mid-thirties. A young man had been killed in the Bensonhurst section of Brooklyn, in a racial murder. His name Yusef Hawkins, killed because at that time some felt that if you had a certain skin color, you shouldn’t be in their neighborhood. His father called me, I responded, and we went for weeks and marched through the streets of Bensonhurst, blacks and whites and Asians and Latinos, demanding justice for Yusef Hawkins, and it brought a lot of national attention and it brought a lot of response. It also brought some hate, people would stand on the side and call us names and throw watermelons. But that was the idea, to show, to bring out, as King had done in the sixties, this ugliness that we needed to heal. 

It was a Saturday morning in January of ’91 and I was riding to the march and as we pulled up to get out of the car, police around us, around five hundred protesters lining up, police barricading those that were going to taunt us. I got out of the car, I was a little heavier then, had on—a lot heavier then, (laughter) looking like my brother, more (laughter)—the genes, they’re in our family, we can’t help it. (laughter) And I had on a jogging suit and a medallion, and I got out of the car, and walked to the front of the line, and I felt something brush past me, and I felt like—I looked out of the corner of my eye and saw a man whose face was contorted with hate, and I said, “He punched me,” and I looked down and before I realized it, there was a knife sticking out of my chest. 

Instinctively I grabbed the knife and when I grabbed the knife, the cold air hit the wound and I went down to my knees and people started screaming, and with all that police presence, there was no ambulance, they put me in the front seat of a car, they told one of the policemen, “drive him to the hospital, we’ll put a police car in front of you and one behind you, we don’t have time to wait on the ambulance,” so we got in the car, I’m sitting on the front seat bleeding, and there was a police car in front and one behind and the police officer said, “Are you all right?” I said, “I think I am,” and he said, “Well, hold on, because I’m not really good at driving,” (laughter) so I said, “That’s very encouraging,” (laughter) so as we held on to Coney Island Hospital, I went rushed into surgery and I spent that night saying now I know what conviction is, now I know what it really means to answer a call, because I had no doubt, even though I had two young daughters, one is with me tonight, that I was not going to stop in social justice. And no matter what happened, if they told me my lungs were punctured or whatever, I was going to keep fighting. Now I knew what this gospel singer was saying to me when I was nine years old. 

I got out of the hospital, they arrested the young man and he was charged with attempted murder and assault. They scheduled his trial and I remember as it rolled on a few months toward the trial, I was talking with my mother, who had then moved to Alabama, and she said, “Whatever happened to the young man that stabbed you?” I said, “Funny you ask me that, he’s going to trial in about two weeks.” She said, “Oh, are you going to forgive him?” I said, “Forgive him? He tried to kill me.” She said, “But I thought you were convicted that you wanted to be like Doctor King.” I said, “Well, I was.” She said, “Well, what do you think he would do?” And I said, “I don’t know,” and she said, “I was just asking.” (laughter) 

So I began researching, and I found out in ’58, ’59, Dr. King had been stabbed by a black woman in Harlem, who was deranged, and he forgave her, and I knew then that the real calling was not the drama of being stabbed and surviving, the real drama is what you do when the drama is over and the reactions are all settled, and I got up early that morning and went to the courthouse and asked the judge to pardon my attempted killer, and I wanted to forgive him because I had come to that same courthouse on behalf of so many that was my color and my kind that also were guilty of crimes and I asked for leniency for them, and I wanted leniency for him. 

The judge said it was very noble of me, but he had to pay for his deeds, and he sentenced him to jail for nine years, and I felt content that I had done my duty and was closer to where I should be. I went on about my business and some other cases, some other causes, but one day to my surprise, I got a letter from the young man, his name was Michael Riccardi, and he said that he wanted to write me to thank me, not only because I asked for leniency—I guess because he didn’t get it, he couldn’t really thank me—he wanted to thank me because he said that he came from a troubled home, his father was an alcoholic, he was a drunk, he said, “but I’m not making excuses,” he said, “well, it occurred to me sitting here in jail that no one ever stood up and spoke for me in my life until you walked in court and spoke for me. And I wanted to thank you for being the first person to speak for me in life and to encourage you to always speak up for people that no one would speak up for.” 

I read the letter, put it away, took it out a couple of days later, read it again, and I wrote back to him and we began exchanging several letters. After a couple of months I decided that I would go and visit him in jail, and I think the most difficult thing I ever did was to go to the jail to sit and across the table from a man that tried to take my life, and even with all of the bombast and all of the flamboyance that me and my brother are known for (laughter), I trembled a little walking in that day to the visitors’ lounge in upstate New York. 

When they brought him down we sat there and talked and I tried to adjust to it. He, finally when our visit was over, said to me, “I thank you because I needed this to pick up when I get out of here with life that you came and forgave me,” and I told him “I really didn’t come for you. I came for me.” I had to find whether I was convicted or just talented, and you never will know until you’re faced with something that you don’t control and that is not scripted. I told him “I learned a lesson because of you. You can’t pass a test you never take, and sometimes those that bring you to the point of death will help you discover the point of life.” I shook his hand, I walked away, convicted. He was the last person that it mattered to me what he thought of me. I knew now what I thought of myself. And the remaining days I’ve tried to know that conviction, as speaking for those who had no one to speak for, even if it’s those that try to harm you, is the reason I was here and I wanted to help others find out the reason they were here, and that is my embracing the sacred. What is sacred to me? The pursuit of justice by first being just with myself and just with others, and now I wanted to share that with you, something I’ve never shared before, even with my brother. Thank you.

(applause) 

MIKE DAISEY: Ladies and gentlemen, my brother Al Sharpton! Oh, wow! A great night. Families have been brought together, we’ve all learned about ourselves. And finally to wrap everything up, it’s been such a pleasure getting a chance to host the Moth, it’s a marvelous, marvelous thing. Thank you for taking part. Paul Holdengräber has a few final words, thank you and have a great night.

(Music plays: George Michael, “Faith”)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I will never come onstage without that music. I have just decided that music is sacred to me. I don’t know what else to say. I would like to thank once again this wonderful, wonderful organization made of beautiful souls that is the Moth. I would like to particularly thank Catherine Burns, (laughter) and I would also like to thank Joan Firestone who has now become the executive director, (laughter) and last but not least I would like to thank the person who keeps me balanced, I live my life somewhere between chaos and entropy, Meg Stemmler, my producer. (laughter) 

And I want to leave you with a story because we began with a mohel. I want to leave you with a story about a mohel. It came to me as I was hearing this story. I thought, I have a joke, I don’t know if it’s a perfect story, because someone here, I think Judy Gold, believed that a perfect story was a perfect joke well told, so probably I won’t do it justice, but I’ll try to remember, it’s a story I knew a long, long time ago about a mohel who comes, about a man who comes into town to look for a mohel (guitar strum) (laughter) and no, no, no, no, it’s good. No, it actually was quite helpful, so it was a mohel who came into town, no it was a man who came into town to look for a mohel, and he asked someone on the street, where is the mohel, and the man on the street said, “the mohel is four doors down, you’ll find him,” and he walked up and down and up and down and he couldn’t find the mohel, and finally he saw a sign that said “Mohel,” and in the window there was a grandfather clock. The man came in and said, “Why do you have a grandfather clock in the window? You’re a mohel.” He said, “What would you put there?” Thank you very much.

(applause)

PAGE  
1
LIVETheSacred_10.21TranscriptQUERY


