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Dreams and Money   BY STEVE ZEITLIN

	 A metaphor. Let’s say you find yourself  
on a wide open plain and have a vision of  
getting to the mountain. The peak is in sight, 
not that far away. Your horse can make it 
there in no time. But here’s the rub: your 
horse needs to be fed. The barns with the 
necessary hay are not in a straight line, so 
you need to zigzag, sometimes far out of  
your way, to get there. Yet the detours we 
take to fund a project are more out of  the 
way than barns, and they become part of  

the journey. So a project that begins as a 
documentary film about the Erie Canal leads 
to a series of  oral history modules for the 
web, a teachers’ institute about the canal, a 
newsletter for teachers about the canal—all 
of  which are part of  a multifaceted initiative 
in different media that complement one an-
other, enabling us to conduct the necessary 
research in steps, reach wider audiences, and 
ultimately realize our original vision. 
	 I was an undergraduate at the Wharton 
School of  Finance and Commerce before 
I studied literature and then folklore, but I 
often think that I learned more about run-
ning a nonprofit from my work with Jewish 
stories than in my Wharton days. I remember 
talking with Moishe Sacks, the last unofficial 
rabbi of  the last Jewish synagogue in the 
South Bronx, who explained his approach 
to raising funds from Jewish philanthropies 
for his motley congregation. “I am not ask-
ing for your money,” he would tell them. “I 
am presenting you with the opportunity to 
express your generosity.” 
	 To convey the dream, a story is required. 
The Jewish storyteller Peninnah Schram tells 
of  a student walking with the Dubner Magid, 
a legendary traveling storyteller from the 

1700s. The student asks his teacher, “How 
is it you always have the perfect story to fit 
the subject under discussion?”
	 “I’ll answer that question with a story,” 
the Magid says. “A nobleman returning 
from years in the military academy is riding 
through a small village, his chest covered 
with medals. He looks up and sees on the 
side of  a barn a hundred circles drawn in 
chalk, and in the center of  each of  those 
circles, a bullet hole. This lieutenant halts 
and cries out, “Who is this amazing marks-
man who could shoot a hundred perfect 
bull’s-eyes? I must meet him!”
	 Just then a child walking across the road 
looks up and him and says, “Oh, that’s 
Schlomo, the town fool.”
	 “I don’t care who he is,” says the lieuten-
ant. “Anybody who can shoot a hundred 
perfect bull’s-eyes must have won every gold 
medal in the world. Even I can’t do that.” 
	 “No, you don’t understand,” says the 
child. “Schlomo doesn’t draw the circle first. 
First he shoots, and then he draws the circle.”
	 “And that’s the way it is with me,” said the 
Dubner Magid. “I don’t just happen to have 
the perfect story to fit the subject under dis-
cussion. First, I read a lot of  stories. I listen 
to a lot of  stories. I keep those stories in my 
head, and when I find a story I especially like 
and need to tell, then I introduce the subject 
for which I have the perfect story!” 
	 Funny—that’s my approach to fundrais-
ing as well. I dream up an array of  projects 
that City Lore would love to implement, 
and then when I find a funder interested in 
a particular subject, I suggest what I hope 
is the perfect project. It starts with a dream 
and a story. Keep the mountain in mind. 
And the cup. 

Steve Zeitlin is the 
founding director of City 
Lore in New York City. 
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You are in the woods and stumble upon 
a key and a cup, then run up against a wall. 
What do the key and the cup look like? How 
high is the wall? Back when I was around 
fourteen, I was fond of  asking the girls to 
take this traditional “test.” For reasons hid-
den in the mysterious collective unconscious 
of  American teenagers, the key signified 
knowledge, the cup marriage. The height of  
the wall indicated how well you overcame 
obstacles. 
	 For my own part, the key I envisioned 
was quite plain, not ornate, suggesting 
knowledge for its own sake—a simple key 
that would open doors. I always pictured the 
wall as low and easy to jump over. Perhaps 
both have helped me in my years as a public 
folklorist who seeks to put knowledge to 
practical uses and as an optimistic fundraiser 
who believes he will get all the grants he 
applies for, at least during that one glori-
ous moment when the application is finally 
submitted. 
	 No matter where you start out in Ameri-
can culture, you always end up in sales. In 
fact, friends often say, “Steve, in your job as 
director of  City Lore you must have to spend 
a lot of  time fundraising.” I do—about a 
third of  my time—but that’s partly because 
I spend so much time dreaming. Proposals 
are realizable dreams. 
	 I find myself  dreaming up not only proj-
ects and possible funders, but also meta-
phors and stories to capture the process, to 
depict the nature of  this human interchange 
we call fundraising. Holly Sidford, for in-
stance, who directed philanthropy at the 
Wallace Fund, described her role as akin to 
the acupuncturist who must decide where to 
put the needle for maximum efficacy. Fund-
raising is about individuals and groups with 
different resources collaborating around a 
vision shared: a good and workable marriage, 
like the simple tin cup I imagined picking 
up in the forest. Funders are collaborators. 
As Bob Dylan put it, “I’ll let you be in my 
dreams, if  I can be in yours.” 

“I am not asking for your 
money,” he would tell them. 
“I am presenting you with  
the opportunity to express your 
generosity.” 
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