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jewishgrandrapids and on Twitter @JewishFedGR  

A Message from David Alfonso
JFGR Board Chair

By David Alfonso, MD

(Continued on page 3)

David Alfonso, MD

I hope this message finds you well and enjoying the later stages of 
summer.  I wanted to highlight some of the exciting and important 
events that the Federation has planned for the upcoming year.  We 
are pleased to be planning our events in person, starting with our 
Summer picnic being held August 12 at Manhattan Park.  Please 
see the shofar for more details.  This event is a fun opportunity 
to get together and hopefully enjoy some good weather and catch up with friends.  
Our highlight event is October 7, the Campaign Kickoff event.  We are looking 
forward to gathering in person and listening to Cantor Randy Herman.  This is the 
premier community event and we hope to have full attendance.  The Kickoff event 
is designed to promote enthusiasm among the West Michigan Jewish Community 
and allow us an opportunity to remind everyone about all the great things that the 
Federation does for our community.  

On another note, Nicole and I recently had the opportunity to sit down with our 
Congressman Peter Meijer to chat with him regarding our organization and issues 
that arise on the international level that involve Israel and can have effects here 
at home.  We had a very good engaging conversation and he was eager to learn 
more about what the Jewish Federation does and some of its History.  He has been 
a consistent supporter of Israel’s right to self defense and we had a meaningful 
conversation about anti-Semitism and how we deal with that as a nation and as a 
community.  It was a productive meeting and we all felt that we would like to have 
him come and speak to our  Jewish Community in the future about what is going on 
in Washington D.C. and how it may affect us.  I look forward to seeing many of you 
soon at our many events and I wish you health and happiness.

Dr. Alfonso is a board-certified plastic surgeon specializing in cosmetic surgery and has an interest in 
nutrition, and its role in health, healing and recovery after surgery.

              David
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Nicole Katzman

New Holocaust Memorial has Arrived
at the Frederik Meijer Gardens

& Sculpture Park
Nicole Katzman, JFGR Executive Director

“Ways to Say Goodbye” arriving at Frederik Meijer Gardens

The new Holocaust Memorial, Ways to Say Goodbye, by artist Ariel 
Schlesinger has arrived from England and was delivered to the 
Frederik Meijer Gardens & Sculpture Park. The sculpture, a cast of 
a fig tree that has shards of glass inserted among the branches, was shipped from England 
in early November, weighs over 3000 pounds and is 22 feet in length. It took many months 
to orchestrate the packaging and shipping of such a large object of art. The sculpture was 
received in perfect condition without any damage and will be installed, Spring 2022 in an 
outdoor location at the Meijer Gardens. 

The sculpture is a gift from the Jewish Federation of Grand Rapids to the Frederick Meijer 
Gardens and Sculpture Park made possible by a donation from the Pestka Family in memory 

of their father, Henry, a 
Holocaust survivor, and the 
millions of Jews who perished 
in the Holocaust. 

Ariel Schlesinger takes 
an organic form that is a 
metaphor of both the Jewish 
people and their history. The 
aluminum cast sculpture is of 
a living fig tree that he found 
on a farm while traveling 
in northern Italy. This tree 
was specifically chosen by 
Schlesinger for its character 
and as a symbol of the Jewish 

struggle for survival both 
during and after the Holocaust. The tree appears fragile and clinging to life, however it is 
also representative of great endurance. Schlesinger has commented that in conceptualizing 
the sculpture, he held pieces of broken glass in his hands that pressed into his fingers. This 
recalled the Kristallnacht, or Night of the Broken Glass. The Kristallnacht was the symbolic 
beginning of the Holocaust, during which Nazi mobs murdered Jews and destroyed Jewish 

(Cont’d on page 10)
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A Message from Linda Pestka,
Campaign Chair 2021 and JFGR Board Member

Linda is a native of Grand Rapids and 
a lifelong member of Ahavas Israel. She 
is a former teacher and counselor at the 
Grand Rapids Public Schools and the 
mother of two adult daughters and five 
adorable grandchildren. She is an avid 
dog lover, enjoys walking and traveling 

the world.

We live in unprecedented times. We are still dealing with the 
aftermath of the pandemic. Incidents of anti-Semitism are at an 
all-time high, and many Jews feel less safe, even in countries 
like the United States. Economic insecurity is on the rise. Israel 
is in an ongoing state of existential threat. What does the future 
look like? The events of the past year have shown us that 
it’s imperative that we take care of others in our community. 
Federation and campaign are more important than ever.

As a long-time resident of Grand Rapids and member of 
the Jewish community, I feel compelled to get involved. My 
family has donated the new Holocaust memorial, Ways to Say 
Goodbye by Ariel Schlesinger, to the Frederick Meijer Gardens. 
Inspired by this gift, Federation has chosen the theme for 
Campaign 2021 - Branches of Giving. Trees play a central 
role in Judaism, representing growth and stability, strength, 
development, wisdom and knowledge, planting roots, and 
nurturing and sustenance. These concepts mirror the focus 
and goals of Campaign 2021.

The Jewish community in Grand Rapids, in spite of its modest 
size, has always been active and generous when it comes to 
supporting Jewish life both here and abroad. Federation relies 
on this support to fund programs that enhance and preserve 
Jewish life, from PJ Library, Jewish Film Festival, and the 
Young Adult Division to the array of social services provided 
to assist local community members in need. In addition to 
supporting the local community, Federation is also tasked with 
building connections to Israel, which is more important than 
ever in light of recent events.

We still have much work to do. Please continue to support the 
work of Federation and, if possible, help us achieve our goal of 
$500,000.00 by increasing your gift. As Rabbi Hillel famously 
said, “If I am not for myself, who will be for me? If I am only 
for myself, what am I? If not now, when?” The time is now. We 
can build a flourishing Jewish community, but it depends upon 
generous donors like you. Help us guarantee a bright future for 
our Jewish community at the local level, and globally.

   Sincerely,

    Linda 

Community

(Cont’d from front page)

“As time goes on and memories of the Holocaust fade, 
it is important to remember the barbarity human beings 

are capable of, It is equally important to contemplate 
the strength of the survivors and their ability to continue 
and rebuild their lives. It is our hope that this work of art 

will promote an appreciation of our shared humanity 
and a reminder that hatred and intolerance continue 

to this day and the consequences of the ultimate 
dehumanization of human beings.”  – Steven Pestka

property and synagogues throughout Germany. Schlesinger transferred this concept to the sculpture by embedding 
the glass shards into the branches of the tree, representing the near annihilation of the Jewish people in a few short 
years. 

Meijer Gardens and the Jewish Federation of Grand Rapids envision Ways to Say Goodbye as a gathering place for 
the Jewish community of Grand Rapids. The sculpture will be an excellent teaching tool for educators both locally 
and nationally to address the Holocaust and its legacy. 

The Jewish Federation of Grand Rapids, will continue to provide updates with installation details. Thank you to 
the Pestka Family for this incredible gift to our Jewish community. Nicole

New Holocaust Memorial has Arrived at the
Frederik Meijer Gardens & Sculpture Park

Rick Stevens inspecting the sculpture.

Linda Pestka standing next to “Ways to Say Goodbye”.
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“The memorial has important significance to my 
family because our father was a survivor. The 

numbers 73847 are numbers that we will never 
forget. They were tattooed to my father’s forearm, 

as though he was an animal, as identification 
for his potential death. It is our duty to educate, 
respect and honor the victims and their families 
of the unthinkable acts against life and morality. 
The Holocaust did happen. Holocaust deniers 

are reporting false and harmful information. Anti-
Semitism and other hate crimes are on the rise. 

The Meijer Gardens Memorial sculpture will allow 
hundreds of thousands of people each year to 
become educated and aware of the atrocities 

against humanity. May we never forget.” 
–Linda Pestka

Linda Pestka standing next to “Ways to Say Goodbye”. Pictured: David Hooker, President & CEO - Frederik Meijer Gardens, Rick Stevens - Community Member, Evan Rossio - JFGR Campaign Director, 
Linda Pestka - Campaign Chair & Board Member, Jochen Wierich - Curator of Sculpture and Nicole Katzman - JFGR Executive Director.

Closeup of the inticate metal detail work of the sculpture.



New Holocaust Memorial at Meijer Gardens, Generously 

Given by The Pestka Family 

 

The Jewish Federation of Grand Rapids received a generous gift from the Pestka 

Family in memory of their father, Henry, and the millions of Jews who perished in 

the Holocaust, for Grand Rapids' first Holocaust Memorial, located at the Frederik 

Meijer Gardens & Sculpture Park.  

 

The selected sculpture is titled Ways to Say Goodbye, by the Israeli artist Ariel 

Schlesinger (1980-). Schlesinger is an accomplished sculptor, who in 2020 was 

commissioned to create a sculpture by the Jewish Museum in Frankfurt and the 

City of Frankfurt. Ways to Say Goodbye is an exceptional work of contemporary 

sculpture dealing with the themes of profound loss and grief and will beautifully 

serve as a memorial to Holocaust victims here in Western Michigan. Ways to Say 

Goodbye is a 20 foot tall cast aluminum tree that has sheets of glass between its 

branches. The cast is taken from a fig tree in Italy that the artist selected. In 

Jewish culture, the fruit tree is venerated as a source of life and new beginnings.  

 

Meijer Gardens provides a safe and prominent space for the sculpture. Over 

700,000 people visit the sculpture garden each year. The Federation, in 

conjunction with Meijer Gardens, plans to develop educational programs about 

the Holocaust in order to prevent future tragedies.  

 

We thank the Pestka Family for their generosity and commitment to our Jewish 

community. On behalf of the Federation, we are grateful and inspired by this gift. 

 

 
 

Linda, Steve, Alicia & Nathan Pestka 
Ways to Say Goodbye, by Ariel 

Schlesinger 
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Official Signing Ceremony
between the

Frederik Meijer Gardens and Sculpture Park
and the Jewish Federation of Grand Rapids:

Commissioning Ariel Schlesinger Sculpture, Ways to Say Goodbye

A. From left to right: Rob Franciosi, Marni Vyn, Rick Stevens, Nicole Katzman, Claude Titche, Linda Pestka, John Clarke,
    Steve Pestka, Alicia Pestka, Nathan Pestka, Dan Hurwitz, Jochen Wierich, David Hooker, and Dawn Kibben.
B. Nicole Katzman and Linda Pestka
C. Marni Vyn Giving a Toast
D. David Hooker and Dan Hurwitz

A.

B. C. D.


