
We Tell Stories in Order to Live, We Tell
Stories in Order to Give: How to Create a 
Powerful Narrative Around Your Gift So 
It Makes a Bigger Impact and Inspires 
More to Do the Same – Boris Fishman



“They say we die twice. Once when the 
breath leaves our body, and once when the 
last person we know says our name.”



“They say we die twice. Once when we 
go, and again when they stop telling 
our story.”

Because they say revision is where the best 
writing happens: 



Lesson: 
They remember the story, not the name.



What is the single most important quality of good personal 
writing?

a. Something incredible happened to you.

b. Beautiful prose - you are really good with words

c. Concision

d. Concreteness

e. None of the above 

Question 1



“Soviet authorities wanted to punish 
Soviet Jews for leaving the Soviet Union 
and took away my mother’s wedding 
ring.”



“The morning we left the Soviet Union, the Customs 
agent – you could smell his breakfast of cucumbers 
on his breath – pointed to the gold band on my 
mother’s ring finger. ‘That’s over the limit,’ he said, 
referring to one of our homeland’s punishments for 
our desire to emigrate: We could not take with us 
any items worth more than 250 rubles.”



The Chocolate Sauce Test 



“When she thinks about her sister, her 
emotions ricochet between anger and love, 
frustration and grief.”



There are four abstractions in this sentence. 
Can you name them?

Question 2

“When she thinks about her sister, her 
emotions ricochet between anger and love, 
frustration and grief.”



Can you do the same for love, frustration, 
and grief? You can use this format:

Love: A young woman who loves her sister 
because…

Question 3



“My parents never wanted to talk about 
what happened to them in the Holocaust.” 

“Whenever I asked my mother about what 
she experienced during the Holocaust, her 
lower lip began to tremble and tears appeared 
in the corners of her eyes, staining her eye 
shadow.” 

OR



“When the Nazis began to herd the Jews of 
Minsk into the Minsk Ghetto, my great-
great-grandmother refused to go and 
squeezed herself behind the family furnace, 
where she suffocated.”



Please take 60 seconds to write one 
sentence about a meaningful experience 
in your life as concretely as possible.
Go!

Question 4



#1 Rule of Great Writing 

Concreteness 

#2 Rule of Great Writing 

Suspense/Conflict/Stakes



Question 5

Name the person who wrote “Sophie’s 
Choice.”



“I was seven when my mother sat me down in 
her office chair, looked me in the eyes, and said: 
‘Michael, this is the most important question I 
am ever going to ask you.’”



“She adjusted the lab coat that she always 
wore even in her home office, looked me in 
the eyes once more, and said: ‘Please tell me 
why I am a good mother.’”



Question 6

Please write a true sentence about your life 
that makes us crawl with curiosity about 
what happened next. 



#3 Rule of Great Writing 

What makes your story different?



1. The teller’s parents or grandparents 
ALSO came from Belarus.

2. The teller’s parents or grandparents were 
ALSO Holocaust survivors.



It’s possible only to fail to convey that because 
you’re not being specific – concrete – enough. 



#3A Rule of Great Writing 

Every good writer has a community of 
readers. Not all of them will give you useful 
advice, but if several people are telling you 
that three-paragraph digression about the 
landscaping around the synagogue is not really 
working, you might want to listen. 



“I know that many people who give to this synagogue do so 
to support Jewish education, or the affiliated summer 
camp, or our winter program for the needy. My legacy gift 
is about something else. It’s about the kitchen. Yes, the 
Temple Emanu-el kitchen, where I learned to bake 43 years 
ago from a woman who carried in her pocket a challah 
recipe that originated in Hungary before 1900.”



Question 7
Pick something shared by many people in your life 
– perhaps the Jewish institution or community you 
represent. Tell me something you love about it, but
make it something that you are certain no other 
member of the community would say. And make it 
concrete! 60 seconds. Go!



#4 Rule of Great Writing 

Concision!



“It was something we really enjoyed talking 
about whenever they came over, every winter 
they were here, or almost, depending on the 
weather, of course, and the family business, they 
were really popular and made good money.”



“Whenever the Roths managed to get down here, 
we talked about Philip.”

“Whenever the Roths managed to get away from 
the insurance brokerage and all that Newark 
snow, we always talked about Philip.” 



“Brevity is the soul of wit”



“[The tea] tasted bitter and he blamed existence.”



Question 8
Think of the words saved as extra years on your life.
Make this sentence more concise….

“At this point in time, I am forced to acknowledge that it 
wasn’t always so hard to be a Jew in the world. In the past, 
it was harder in some ways, but I would say it was also 
easier, wasn’t it. You were all together, you were always 
with your people.”



Question 9

Can you tell me the story of who you are in… a more or 
less complete sentence (that is, not just a bunch of 
adjectives in a row) in six words? 

For instance: “Does right even when nobody looking.”



#5 Rule of Great Writing 

Stories need beginnings, middles, and 
ends! Time needs to pass! 



“When I came to America, my parents became my 
children because I was the first to learn English. In 
later years, I punished them for asking so much of a 
child – I refused to help. Now, they are old enough to 
need help for different reasons, and I am old enough 
to want to give it.”



Question 10

Give me three sentences that tell your life 
story and have a sense of time passing like 
this example.
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