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 Rabbi Greyber, Cantor Meyers, Rabbi Sager, Past Presidents, and fellow congregants.  It is 
a great honor to address you tonight.  I mention this honor – the honor of addressing you – not 
merely as a formality, but as something that to me has deep significance.  Last Kol Nidrei, in 
speaking of the timelessness of High Holidays, I described of how the contemplative service can 
connect us across time, how we hear echoes of past Yom Kippurs, and how we see imaginings of 
future ones.   In that spirit, I am deeply aware of the echoes we hear in this building – echoes 
from our Jewish predecessors in Durham & Chapel Hill and echoes from my predecessors, our 
former presidents, many of whom continue to contribute to Beth El’s vitality and many of whom 
have passed but have left memories, lessons, and legacies that we carry with us. 
 
 And of course, I am also deeply aware of the congregations that lie ahead in Beth El’s 
future. 
 
 The echoes of Beth El’s past are especially salient for me because of the remarkable 
exhibit, “Beth El Synagogue – the First 125 years,” created by one of our members, Karin 
Shapiro.  I found that exhibit deeply inspiring, and I found the history of Durham’s Jews deeply 
inspiring.  Beth El (originally named the Durham Hebrew Congregation) was founded in 1884 as 
a virtual congregation – it’s only property was land for a cemetery – and for its first 20 years it 
held services on the 2nd floor of a shop on Main Street.  High Holiday services were held at 
Durham’s Academy of Music, a majestic downtown building that was home to the city’s 
performing arts.  Approximately 40 people constituted the Jewish community then, mostly 
merchants who came to Durham to establish retail stores.  Though many were born in Europe, 
most came directly from Baltimore, Norfolk, and other towns from farther north, bringing 
commercial networks that supplied goods for sale and the financing required to start a new life in 
a very new place.   
 
 Our predecessors – our ancestors – enjoyed commercial success as Durham’s tobacco 
industry grew.  In 1905, the Durham Hebrew Congregation purchased a church and had its first 
building dedicated as a synagogue.  At the time, there were over 200 Jews in Durham, 
representing 3% of Durham’s total population.  Our community grew with the region’s economy, 
and our demographics changed as Durham transitioned from an industrial to a service economy –
from a tobacco town to the City of Medicine.  But even through today, we have never comprised 
a greater percent of Durham’s population as we did when we dedicated our first synagogue. There 
was a Jewish community at Durham’s earliest beginnings, and their history is Durham’s history. 
 
 These are our founders, our ancestors, our pioneers, and they are among the voices we hear 
this evening.  And we hear them because much of their Jewish experience has shaped ours, and 
because so much of their experience was shaped by living here, in the South, like us.  Leonard 
Rogoff, a historian at the Jewish Heritage Foundation of North Carolina, has said that Jews offer 
“a counterhistory to the southern narrative.”  Southerners are firmly rooted to place, with agrarian 
traditions and a territorial identity.  In contrast, Jews are the wandering people, who – in their 
continued migration from ancient Israel – have dispersed worldwide seeking opportunities and 
starting new enclaves.  Our ancestors who wandered to Durham were the quintessential strangers 
in a strange land, bringing a history and a tradition that was deeply incongruous with their 
southern neighbors. 
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 Nonetheless, the South proved to be a fertile home.  First, being such a distinct minority 
had some upsides.  It encouraged our ancestors to forge intensely close bonds with one another.  
Vacation days were spent traveling long distances to spend time with family, to reconnect with 
close friends, and to develop relationships with fellow Jews in other small towns.  Moreover, the 
South was a supportive base.  A widely-cited survey, taken in 1936 and again in 1946, revealed 
that, contrary to many stereotypes, the South – and especially small towns in the South – was 
among America’s least anti-Semitic regions.  There is a deep appreciation in the South for 
religiosity, for religious commitments and communities defined by faith, and our ancestors found 
their neighbors to be largely appreciative and deeply respectful.   
 
 I suspect that most of those in this room – I suspect most by far – are themselves 
immigrants to Durham.  Nonetheless, we partake in a community that inherits this history.  We 
can see how the profile and contours of our current community have been chiseled by that 
history, and forged by our ancestors’ experience. 
 
 We, like them, understand what it means to be a distinct minority.  To be sure, today’s 
Durham is not pre-war Durham.  But we have a keen sense of how they felt on Sundays, traveling 
long distances over North Carolina’s rural roads, to see their fellow lansmen; the comforting 
cloak of familiarity they would feel when, after the tiresome travel, after a week of persisting as a 
minority, they would delight in being together.   
 
 We also, more so than our counterparts in large metropolitan areas, have a communal 
loyalty, a sense – perhaps a provincial sense – of collective identity.  For example, we know the 
joy – in fact, we might still feel the joy – that our community felt when Mutt Evans was first 
elected Mayor of Durham in 1950 (Mutt’s campaign posters, listing his greatest achievements, 
included “President – Beth-El Synagogue”) .  His son, Eli, wrote that shortly after the radio 
announcer gave the final results in the mayor’s race at 6,961 to 5,916, his mother instantly started 
preparing food for the friends who were certain to stop by.  Sure enough, Eli writes, “suddenly 
the door burst open and a gang of people from the Jewish community came thundering through, 
strait from an election night party at Hannah Hockfield’s.  Fifty or sixty strong, buzzing with 
excitement, kissing me and messing my hair, roaring through the kitchen and out to the dining 
room.”  I don’t think the election of Ed Koch or Michael Bloomberg caused the same kind of 
Jewish excitement in New York. 
 
 And we also, like our ancestors, have committed ourselves to North Carolina, making it our 
home while maintaining a deep fidelity to our values.  We recall with enormous pride that our 
Durham ancestors were early de-segregators, among the first storeowners to hire African-
American clerks to wait on customers and among the first to remove barriers in waiting rooms.  
We admire, and try to emulate, how our ancestors committed themselves to becoming North 
Carolinians while at the same time, engaging in local and regional politics to pursue our own 
sense of justice. 
 
 Why do we study history?  It’s a question I’m sure you all were asked in your first 
undergraduate history class.  Why do we study history? Why do we study Jewish history?  And 
why should we study the Jewish history of Durham? 
 
 Like for most good questions, there are many answers.  One reason is because we find our 
ancestors’ stories compelling.  We admire the pioneering spirit of those first Jewish storeowners 
in Durham’s earliest days, their resilience as a community, and their devotion to each other. 
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 Another reason we recall this history is to show our gratitude.  By recalling their lives, we 
celebrate their achievements, sustain their legacies, and acknowledge to ourselves that we are 
standing on the shoulders of giants.    
 
 And a third reason is the same reason why we, on Yom Kippur, recall Rabbi Akiba and his 
fellow martyrs.  We read of our Rabbis’ – and they continue to be our Rabbis – we read of our 
Rabbis’ loving devotion to Torah and their fierce resistance to Roman authoritarianism not just 
because their stories are compelling and offer us inspiration, and not just to show our gratitude for 
their laying the foundation for innumerable Jewish generations, but also because studying them 
helps us study ourselves.  Studying them advances the introspection that Yom Kippur calls for. 
 
 Our history has shaped us and continues to shape us.  The single, most defining feature of 
Beth El is that it is the only synagogue in town of its kind.  While Beth El is privileged now to be 
in a community with two other congregations, a Jewish day school, a JCC, and other vibrant 
institutions, Beth El was the single gathering place for Jews for most of its – and for most of 
Durham’s – history.  Beth El remains, at its core, dedicated to providing a Jewish home to all who 
come and to all who need.  This is pluralism by necessity.  This is pluralism in action.  We do not 
quibble – we do not have the luxury of quibbling – over matters that could divide us.  We strive 
to be as many things to as many people as possible because that is what we need to be.  Because 
that is who we are. 
 
 And just as our past has shaped who we are now, our present will shape future generations.  
What we do now and the history that we write – what we create, what we sustain, what values we 
pursue – will affect not just what future generations will have, but what future generations will 
be. 
 
 To close, Laura, Ariella, Eden, Izak, and I all wish you a shanah tovah and gmar chatimah 
tovah.  We wish you a year of health and personal fulfillment, of family celebrations and of 
community warmth.  And we wish you a Yom Kippur of deeply rewarding and gratifying 
introspection, where the prayer, the contemplation, and the living history around us help you to 
know yourself. 
 
 Shanah Tovah. 
 
 Barak Richman 


