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KEEPING A
PROMISE

GETTY IMAGES

SERRASTRETTA, Italy – From a rustic, tiny
synagogue she fashioned from her family’s an-
cestral home in this mountain village, an Amer-
ican rabbi is keeping a promise made to her Ital-
ian-born father: reconnect people in this south-
ern region of Calabria to their Jewish roots, links
nearly severed five centuries ago when the In-
quisition forced Jews to convert to Christianity.

In the process, Rabbi Barbara Aiello is also
helping to revive Serrastretta, one of many
small southern towns struggling with dwindling
population, as young people leave in droves to
find work and where each year deaths far out-
number births. 

See RABBI, Page 4C

ABOVE: 
Rabbi Barbara Aiello

describes herself as the
first female rabbi in

Italy. She runs Calabria’s
only synagogue. AP
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US rabbi revives Jewish roots 
in her family’s Italian town

LIVING

I have been reading “The Selected
Works of Audre Lorde,” a Black lesbian
poet who died in 1992 (she also de-
scribed herself as a mother and “war-
rior”). This is my first time hearing her
voice though I’ve heard her name from
James Baldwin and others. I’m discov-
ering how clearly she speaks truth rele-
vant to her time as well as our own. 

For a class I taught on “Contemporary
Freethinkers,” I read from her essay
“The Transformation of Silence into
Language and Action.” Few in my class
knew Lorde, so I was glad to introduce a
wise voice also new to me. I read these
lines aloud: “For those of us who write, it
is necessary to scrutinize not only the

truth of what we speak, but the truth of
that language by which we speak it …
[It] is necessary to teach by living and
speaking those truths which we believe
and know beyond understanding.” Lan-
guage is critically important in teaching,
living, speaking, acting. She shines a
light on the way fear, especially fear of
difference, keeps us silent and therefore
inactive. “[While] we wait in silence for
that final luxury of fearlessness, the
weight of that silence will choke us.” She
concludes: “The fact that we are here
and that I speak these words is an at-
tempt to break that silence and bridge
some of those differences between us,
for it is not difference which immobi-
lizes us, but silence. And there are so
many silences to be broken.” Brilliantly
said.

Lorde continues this theme of differ-
ence in her address to students at Hunt-
er College in New York. In “Difference
and Survival,” she makes a powerful

case for inclusion and diversity. “It is
within our differences that we are both
most powerful and most vulnerable,
and some of the most difficult tasks of
our lives are the claiming of differences
and learning to use those differences for
bridges rather than as barriers between
us.” The bridge analogy has probably
been overused, yet it still presents an
image for spanning those barriers, even
the imaginary ones in our heads.

One phrase she uses, “the house of
your difference,” brought another analo-
gy to mind. Picture a street lined with
many styles and colors of houses. Some
people live on one side, some live on the
other side. Several simple questions
could be asked: What’s a street for?
What purpose does a road serve?
Whose street is it? Obviously, it’s every-
one’s street and like any street the pur-
pose is to go somewhere; to get “there,”
wherever that may be for anyone at any
time. It would serve no purpose to build

a bridge across the street, unless an
overpass is needed. 

Now, imagine the houses or apart-
ments on either side of this particular
street. Neighbors could be any ethnicity,
gender, political views or religion. A di-
verse assortment of children play in the
street, though it can be a dangerous
place. Streets are always dangerous, be-
cause cars travel up and down streets.
Here’s where Lorde’s insight drives a
fresh thought. What different people,
from different homes on different sides,
most need, is the freedom to walk, run,
bike or drive into the street and down
the road. In other words, we all need
what the street provides: free and open
access to sidewalks and avenues to
transport ourselves to where we need to
go. Streets are common, democratic,
liberating. Anyone can use the street as
long as they abide by rules that guide ev-

Audre Lorde: Breaking silence and the power of difference

Highland Views
Chris Highland

Guest columnist

See HIGHLAND, Page 4C
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“Nervous Nigel” by Bethany Chris-
tou (Templar Books)

Nigel the crocodile loves to float in
the water. His whole family excels at
competition. Mother is the fastest
swimmer in crocodile history. Sister
boasts a perfect diving score. Brother
captains the water polo team. The story
of “Nervous Nigel” chronicles Nigel’s re-
luctance to participate in swim meets
and his preference for floating serenely.

Feeling different from the family is
difficult. When Mother asks how train-
ing for racing is going, Nigel always re-

plies, “Lovely.” In fact, the yelling to go
fast, fast, faster and the shrill trilling of
the whistle make his teeth chatter with
unease. Still, he hangs on to his cover
story. Then, one day his family men-
tions they’ve signed Nigel up for his first
competition. They make T-shirts and
banners to encourage him and strate-
gize for the big day. Nigel dreams about
getting booed from the stands and sink-
ing under the water. He contemplates
running away from home, pretending to
be sick and draining the lake where the
competition is to be held.

Finally working up his courage, Nigel
informs his family about how much he
dreads the race. They launch into a
round of reassurances: “You’ll be amaz-

ing tomorrow. You’ll smash it. Go, Nigel.
You’ve got this. Just relax and have fun.”
With no choice, Nigel heads to the com-
petition. When the whistle signals the
start of the race, Nigel freezes. He sim-
ply can’t get off the platform, until he
decides to escape the crowd. Heading
down river, he tries to calm himself.

It will be giving away too much to re-
veal details about the final twist in this
enthralling but nerve-wracking story.
Let’s just says that is involves a tired
frog who needs help crossing to the op-
posite side of the river. Nigel composes
himself and decides to help, and a hap-
py ending is born.

“Nervous Nigel” is an empathetic sto-
ry that will help children find the cour-

age of their true convictions. If your lit-
tle one enjoys this tale, look up another
book written and illustrated by Bethany
Cristou. It is called “Slow Samson.”

Reluctant croc finds courage of his convictions 
Brandy Hilboldt Allport
Special to Jacksonville Florida Times-Union

USA TODAY NETWORK - FLORIDA
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Besides the chatter of visitors who
come to her synagogue, curious to learn
about Judaism in predominantly
Catholic Italy, the laughter of newly ar-
rived children resounds in the town.
This spring, the rabbi helped bring Uk-
rainian refugees, including some with
Jewish roots, to live here for now, and –
Serrastretta’s mayor hopes – maybe
permanently.

On a small wooden table near the
synagogue’s entrance sits a yellowed
family portrait. In the photograph, is the
rabbi’s father, Antonio Abramo Aiello,
as a child. Born in Serrastretta, he was
studying for his bar mitzvah, the rabbi
said, but before that religious coming-
of-age ritual could take place, the young
Aiello left with his family for the United
States in 1923.

His daughter, Barbara, would be born
in Pittsburgh and ordained a rabbi at the
Rabbinical Seminary International in
New York at age 51. Her synagogue is a
recognized affiliate of the Reconstruc-
tionist movement, a small branch of
American Judaism.

Before studying to become a rabbi,
Aiello taught special needs children for
many years, creating a puppet show to
help teach kids about tolerance. After
being ordained, she served at a syna-
gogue in Florida for a few years before
moving to Italy, where she first worked
as a rabbi in Milan from 2004-2005.
Then she realized her passion in serving
as a rabbi in her late father’s native
town.

When visitors arrive from abroad for
ceremonies at her synagogue, Rabbi
Aiello, who is 74, shows them the house
in what had been the Jewish quarter in
the nearby city of Lamezia Terme,
where her father had been learning
about his Jewish faith.

She points out a plaque which reads:
“In this quarter was active an industri-
ous community” of Jews from the 13th
till the 16th centuries. 

One recent summer evening, as Aiel-
lo, who wears a yarmulke and necklace
with a small Star of David, walked by en
route to the ancient neighborhood, a lo-
cal resident, Emilio Fulvo, 73, leaped up
from a bench to greet her. When he was
15, Fulvo recounted, genealogical re-

search discovered that his family has
Jewish roots.

Learning about his background
“made me feel free,” Fulvo said. “I knew
something was missing” while raised as
a Catholic in southern Italy.

Families like his are known as B’nai
Anusim, descendants, of “those who
were forced to accept Christian baptism
and to publicly renounce their Juda-
ism,’’ the rabbi said.

In her family, “legends were passed
along that we were Jews, and we were
expelled from Spain in 1492,” as the In-
quisition gathered steam, Aiello said.
Eventually, the Aiellos made their way
to the southern end of the Apennine
mountains, where Serrastretta sits,
perched atop a road winding through
slopes thickly forested with beech, pine
and chestnut trees. 

The remoteness of many villages in
Calabria, coupled with Italians’ tenden-
cies to live in the same places for gener-
ations and the strength of oral tradi-
tions, helped keep alive what Roque Pu-
gliese, a Jew in Calabria, calls the “spark
of Judaism” even among those who
don’t realize they have Jewish heritage.

A physician who emigrated from Ar-
gentina, Pugliese recalled once hearing
residents of a care home in Calabria sing
an ancient song about Passover, softly,

as if afraid to be overheard.
On a stone wall along a walkway that

leads to Aiello’s home and synagogue is
a Star of David.

On a recent Friday afternoon, she set
out a bowl of cherries and a tray of min-
iature pastries for those coming for a bat
mitzvah sought by the Blum family of
Parkland, Florida. They chose Aiello de-
spite the great distance because, before
becoming a rabbi, she had worked as a
special needs educator, and their
daughter, Mia, has autism.

Pushing a child’s stroller up the steep
street that leads to the synagogue was
Vira, one of five Ukrainian mothers,
who, with nine children among them,
were brought to Serrastretta thanks to
efforts by Aiello and logistical help from
a Serrastretta native. Transportation
and housing costs have been paid by do-
nors, most of them Jewish, in Britain,
the United States, Australia and Cana-
da, the rabbi said.

Two of the women have since re-
turned to Ukraine, including the wife of
an Orthodox Christian priest. But Vira,
who asked that her surname not be pub-
lished because her husband, still in Uk-
raine, works for a government ministry,
said she is considering settling in Ser-
rastretta.

“The first thing is my son, my only

son, his life, his future, his safety,’’ Vira
said of 2½-year-old Platon. “Barbara in-
vited us to a safe place. It was like really
a miracle.” 

Vira is also grateful for the opportu-
nity to learn about Judaism. Her grand-
mother, born in Crimea, is Jewish. But
her father, a Russian, would take her to
church, so she had never gone to a Jew-
ish house of worship, she said. Aiello
“invited me to a bar mitzvah. It was a
very beautiful experience that she
opened her house to me.”

The rabbi said she tells those curious
about their past to “embrace those (tra-
ditions) that make sense to you – em-
brace all, embrace some, but under-
stand that you were once Jewish (in
your family) and we can connect you,
reconnect you, if you so choose.” 

Mayor Antonio Muracca hopes at
least some Ukrainians stay. “These
guests have created in a certain sense
more vitality in our town,’’ he said. Ser-
rastretta has seen “a shocking depopu-
lation, the mayor said. “There are so
many old people, few children.”

The town’s population shrank from
4,000 in 2001 to 2,900 in 2020. 

Serrastretta was long called “the city
of chairs,’’ because generations of arti-
sans handcrafted furniture from beech
wood with seats fashioned from woven
reeds. But demand for cheaper, mass-
produced furniture decimated the
trade.

Serrastretta’s parish pastor, the Rev.
Luigi Iuliano, invited Aiello to read a
Psalm at Easter vigil services in April.
With the rabbi there is no “competition,
jealousy.”

“We brought the First Communion
kids to show them the Torah, the syna-
gogue, to become aware that our faith in
a certain way comes from the Hebrew
faith,’’ said Iuliano, a Serrastretta na-
tive.

Aiello, who describes herself as the
first female rabbi in Italy and who runs
Calabria’s only synagogue, relies on
destination weddings and bat and bar
mitzvahs to boost her synagogue’s fi-
nances.

She is cut off from funding that de-
rives from taxpayer donations in Italy.
The Italian government only recognizes
the Orthodox Jewish communities in It-
aly, whose official members number
about 23,000, nearly half of those living
in Rome and barely 200 living in south-
ern Italy.

Rabbi 
Continued from Page 1C

Rabbi Barbara Aiello, left, talks with Serrastretta mayor Antonio Muraca in
Serrastretta, southern Italy. AP

eryone else. 
Audre Lorde calls our attention to the

“very real differences between us, of
race, sex, age, sexuality, class, vision.”
And she recognizes what makes us dif-
ferent isn’t what keeps dividing us. It’s
our “refusal to examine the distortions”

propagated by those who seek to drive
us apart, who use our differences to di-
vide and define us (those who believe
they direct all avenues and determine
the directions we move in).

In relation to religious differences, I
think Audre Lorde offers a fascinating
alternative to what we think our varia-
tions in belief truly mean. So much time
and effort is spent comparing or criticiz-
ing the houses across the street, or, on
the other hand, “building bridges” to

span the divisions, while ignoring the
thoroughfare itself. Lorde shifts our at-
tention to “the house of your difference”
where resides our “greatest power” as
well as our “deepest vulnerability.” Yet
the focus moves beyond the unique
houses we dwell in (or belief systems we
live into). The open avenue ahead con-
cerns “the very fabric of your lives, your
dreams, your hopes, your visions, your
place upon the earth.” Our differences
may be “polarities,” but these can “spark

possibilities” of a “unifying vision” for
the future.

We need to listen to the voice of this
Lorde. 

Chris Highland served as a minister
and chaplain for many years. He is a
teacher, writer and humanist celebrant.
Chris and his wife, the Rev. Carol Hovis,
live in Asheville. His latest books are
“Friendly Freethinker,” “Broken Bridges”
and “A Freethinker’s Gospel.” Learn
more at chighland.com.

Highland
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‘Minis’ may return to liquor 
stores in deeply religious Utah

SALT LAKE CITY – Miniature bottles
of alcohol could return to liquor stores in
deeply religious Utah by the fall, after
the state agency that oversees alcohol
approved a rule change Tuesday.

Members of the state’s Department
of Alcoholic Beverage Services Com-
mission voted unanimously to allow
spirits to be sold in sizes slightly larger
than the average shot or glass of wine,
Fox 13 reported. The commission plans
to open the proposed rule change to
public comment and, barring concerns,
could institute it by fall.

A decades-long prohibition on min-
iature alcohol bottles is one of many

unique liquor laws in Utah, where a ma-
jority of the population are members of
the alcohol-eschewing Church of Jesus
Christ of Latter-day Saints. Church offi-
cials have said the state’s laws are rea-
sonable and effectively curtail excessive
drinking and DUIs while still allowing
people to drink responsibly.

As Utah draws an increasing number
of tourists and residents who aren’t
members of the church, new tensions
have arisen over the state’s liquor laws
and concerns have grown over whether
they entrench the state’s reputation as a
religiously conservative place intoler-
ant of those who drink alcohol.

Alcohol regulators said the push
bring back mini-bottles came from busi-
nesses in tourist-reliant parts of the
state.

Wine and spirits are only sold at

state-run liquor stores in Utah, not gro-
cery or private liquor stores.

Hays board asked to remove
satanism reference in dress code

HAYS, Kan. – Hays school officials
are reconsidering the district’s dress
code for elementary and middle school
students after a parent asked that a ban
on clothing that references satanism be
removed.

Mary Turner, who has three children
in the district, told the Board of Educa-
tion last week that her family has be-
longed to the Satanic Temple for years.

She noted the district’s non-discrim-
ination policy says no student will be
discriminated against based on their re-
ligion but dress codes for the elemen-
tary and middle schools specifically ban

any attire that references satanism. The
high school dress code does not explic-
itly ban satanic references.

The Satanic Temple has been a feder-
ally recognized church since 2019.

“Banning satanic students from
wearing clothes that declares their faith
while allowing students of all other
faiths to wear similar clothing is an act
of discrimination,” Turner told the
board. She declined to comment further
on Monday.

Superintendent Ron Wilson said the
basis for any dress code policy is not a
moral statement but whether the cloth-
ing is disruptive.

After discussion by board members,
Wilson said he would talk to school ad-
ministrators about reworking the policy
and bring it back to the board for final
approval on Aug. 5.

RELIGION BRIEFS


