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Rabbi Michael S. Beals       October 4, 2010 

Congregation Beth Shalom       Wilmington, DE 

Gladys Roda Ariff 

Gittel bat Pinchas u’Malka 

November 16, 1926 – October 2, 2010 

 

 How on earth do you give a eulogy for a person who was nothing less than an 

institution?  Gladys Ariff, the Ever-Ready Bunny, kept going and going and going.  Yes, we all 

knew she had terminal cancer, but because Gladys did not let that small fact slow her down, we 

kind of tucked that fact away and tried to forget about it.  True each one of her ensuing cancer 

treatments would temporarily slow Gladys down, and turn her a different color, but we got 

used to it, because if it didn’t bother Gladys, then how could it bother us?   

 They say only the truly righteous pass away on Shabbat, so if Gladys had to leave us, it 

seems appropriate that it was this past Shabbat, when we just got finished saying goodbye to 

Moses and were preparing to begin all over again with the story of Creation.  How appropriate 

that Gladys’ parents gave her the name, Gittel.  Because if you could choose just one word to 

describe Gladys, it would be goodness, the English translation of the Yiddish name, Gittel. 

 Well, since we have already mentioned Gladys’ parents indirectly, we should introduce 

them formally.  Philip and Minnie Roda were born and married in a small Polish village outside 

of Warsaw.  They gave birth to their eldest of four children, Edythe, while still living in the Old 

Country.  In 1911, Philip moved to Philadelphia where relatives had already established 

themselves, and became a shoemaker.  He saved up enough money to send for Minnie and 

Edythe.  The other Roda kids, Ruth and David, were born in Philadelphia, and we are blessed to 

have Ruth and David with us this afternoon.  Baby Gladys was born on November 16, 1926.  

These four children, all about two years apart in age, were incredibly close as children, and 

remained close for the rest of their lives.  They passed down this affection to their children, and 

the cousins’ club gatherings were the stuff of legend.  In his youth, David remembers selling 

magazine subscriptions to Colliers to help his family out.  He was good at selling the magazines 

but lousy at collecting the money.  So he would bring his baby sister, Gladys, with him, and she 
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would go up to each house and collect the money for him.  Gladys clearly developed both her 

outgoing personality and her entrepreneurial expertise, or what we call in the shetl, her 

“business cup,” from a very early age.  

 The Roda’s lived at 12
th

 and Dauphin Streets, in Depression-Era Philadelphia.  They were 

not economically well off.  Who was? Of course, it did not help matters when Gladys’ father, 

Philip, the family breadwinner, passed away in 1934, at the tragically young age of 44.  All the 

kids worked multiple jobs to keep the family going. Among Gladys teenage jobs was working for 

Whitman’s Chocolates, as well as at a dry goods and supply store.  At a time before girls could 

become bat mitzvah, Gladys  was Confirmed at Mikveh Israel, one of the oldest synagogues in 

the United States. Despite their poverty, Gladys successfully graduated from Simon Gratz High 

School in 1934, the same year her father passed away.  After graduation, she managed to take a 

few classes at Drexel College. But if her family’s economic situation had been different, who’s 

to say how far Gladys would have gotten?  She certainly had the innate intelligence and drive to 

become anything she wanted to be. 

 At the tender age of eighteen, Gladys married Eli Petnick.  It was a short-lived marriage, 

but the best things to come out of it, were their two children, Louis and Sharon. 

 Louis, Gladys’ eldest, was born in 1945.  He used to keep Gladys guessing about what car 

he could be coming home in, and who would be in it with him.  The most outrageous visit was 

in Louis’ 1971 orange, convertible VW “thing,” with a Siberian Husky-Old English Sheep Dog mix 

in the passenger seat.  This might count as Gladys’ most amusing life-time experience.  I know 

that Louis gave Gladys her saddest life-time experience when she and Morris had to say 

goodbye to him when he shipped off to Vietnam in 1971.  Louis believes his mother’s protecting 

spirit stayed with him during that harrowing year because just a few weeks after his unit was 

relocated, his former position was overran by the Viet Cong.  Louis, we thank you for your 

service to our country.  And Gladys thanked God when Louis returned to her one year later, 

which might count as Gladys happiest lifetime experience.  Louis married Linda and blessed 

Gladys with two wonderful grandchildren, Jennifer and Jeffrey.  Louis will be addressing you in 

just a few minutes. 
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 Sharon, Gladys’ second child, was born in 1947.  It was shortly thereafter that Gladys 

found herself single.  Gladys’ greatest act of love was to have her eldest sister, Edythe, adopt 

Sharon, and raise her as her own child, along with her own son, Phil.  Gladys knew that her 

older sister could give Sharon a better life at that time than she could, and unlike other types of 

adoptions, Gladys knew exactly what type of a home Sharon would be entering.  Louis was 

grateful that he would spend summers in Redding, where he could spend time with both his 

sister, Sharon, and cousin, Phil.  Gladys said the only regret she had was not being able to walk 

Sharon down the aisle at her wedding.  But Sharon said she felt truly blessed because in her life 

she basked in the love of not one but two mothers, Edythe and Gladys.  When Edythe and her 

husband, Joe, passed away, Gladys was able to exchange her title of Aunt Gladys to Mom.  This 

is an extraordinary story of love that Sharon wanted me to share with you today in tribute to 

her brave, loving mother.  Sharon also wanted me to share with you how much fun she had 

growing up with Gladys.  All the Roda siblings were close, as I mentioned earlier.  In adulthood, 

aside from marvelous gatherings for all the Jewish holidays, they also gathered for days of fun, 

food and sports, including their famous Wilmington Opens, where golf ruled supreme. 

 Michael, Gladys’ third son, was born in 1948.  But before I introduce Michael, I need to 

introduce, Michael’s father, the dapper, mild-mannered Morris Ariff. 

 The year was 1952.  Morris’ now four-year-old son, Michael, was serving as the ring 

bearer for his Uncle Marvin Goldberg’s wedding.  Half way up the aisle to the chuppah, Michael 

lost his nerve and ran into the arms of his loving father, Morris.  Gladys, a friend of the bride, 

Charlotte, watched this event take place, and instantly fell in love with Morris.  Morris danced 

with Gladys that night, and actively pursued her.  Their first date was at a beach house in 

Atlantic City.  Shocking! First date and they are already spending the night together.  When 

Gladys first shared this story with me, she let me hanging  there in suspense.  And then she told 

me it wasn’t really so hot and steamy.  Poor Morris was surrounded by 20 of Gladys’ relatives 

crammed into the same beach house.  Remember, I told you that the Roda family was REALLY 

close. So much for the formalities of meeting the family.  Morris proposed to Gladys at an 

upscale restaurant called Bookbinder’s in Philadelphia just a few months after dating, and they 

were married that same year: August 17, 1952. 
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 Gladys said she didn’t even give it six months.  They were so totally different.  Gladys 

was loud, flamboyant, expressive – Morris was quiet, modest, shah-shtill.  But what could have 

driven them apart, made for a wonderful, exciting, interesting, memorable 55 years together.  

Gladys said with exuberance that it was a LOVE AFFAIR and she would not have changed a 

moment of it for the world. They did a double adoption, with Morris becoming father to Louis 

and Sharon, and Gladys becoming mother to Michael.  They never used the term “step.”  The 

categories of adopted and biological were blurred out of existence by the love both parents felt 

for all three of their children … and in time a fourth, Michele, which they had together. 

 Morris and Gladys made their home right around the corner from Mildred and Herman 

Cohen, with whom they have remained friends to this day, Soon after Morris and Gladys were 

married, they bought Davis Studios, a pre-existing photographic studio in Wilmington, and 

began running it together.   It was a great success.  During an ulcer attack in 1958,  (Gladys 

swears she wasn’t responsible for the attack), which landed Morris in the hospital,  Gladys had 

to learn how to take and develop the photos herself.  She would bring the negatives to Morris’ 

hospital bed each night, and he would decide which ones to go with and which ones to toss.   

 I just received an email from Marcia Borin, who is currently in Australia.  She shared the 

following with me:  

“I have loved Gladys since I was a child. She and Morris photographed everything for our 

family. They were quite a team. Back in High School, I was President of TEX Sorority. ...a Jewish 

Sorority that gave away thousands of dollars earned through the efforts of kids. Gladys 

arranged photo shoots for all the sisters, everyone draped in formal attire. We were a major 

client of Davis Studios. She and Morris came to our fancy dances including Stardust in the Gold 

Ballroom with Lionel Hampton. They took our pictures and put them in little telescopes. Always 

having fun, they made it fun for us. It was not a party without them. What I loved about Gladys 

was the joy she found in life no matter what. And the love and encouragement she brought not 

only to me. I will miss her hugs and the twinkle in her eye.” 

I have heard dozens upon dozens of Davis Studio Stories during my years serving our 

community.  I was thrilled to get one of these stories in writing from a happy customer.  But 

really, it wasn’t really a simcha unless Gladys and Morris captured it on film. 
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In their partnership, Morris referred to Gladys in the store “as the girl in the office,” 

NEVER as his wife.  Gladys explained that that way if she did something wrong, he could blame 

her, while he could never blame his wife.  In the same way, Michael, who assisted their parents, 

was known as “the boy over there,” but NEVER as his son – same reason. 

Michael shared with me that Gladys was a wonderful mother.  While attending Carrcroft 

Elementary, if she saw that Michael was struggling, she would say to him: “you have the ability, 

you just have to put your mind to it.”  It was this same, positive, can-do attitude, that governed 

her own life.  She would make sure both her boys, Louis and Michael, whose desks were side-

by-side, did their homework every night, checked it, and made sure both sons were ready for 

the next day.  Michael said his mom could have done anything, been anything, but she put her 

heart and soul into her family first, followed by the family business, followed by having fun with 

her husband and their extended family and friends – she achieved balance in her life. 

Michael said that Gladys was the glue.  She was the shepherd who guided her flock.  She 

made each of her kids feel warm and wonderful.  When the siblings fought, or when Morris 

would be occasionally become upset, Gladys would be able to put everything in perspective.  

She always knew what to say and what to do.  Michael, together with his wife, June, would 

bless Gladys with Benjamin, who has carried on his grandfather, Morris’ gift of photography, 

much to the delight of Gladys, who bragged to me about his photo shoot of the Jews of Ireland 

in Hadassah magazine.  Gladys’ trips, along with Morris, to see Michael and his family in 

California, were always a highlight for her, and San Francisco was among her favorite cities to 

visit. 

But nothing could top Gladys’ many visits to Florida, to see her Michelle and her family, 

something she has been doing nonstop for the past 27 years.  

Michelle, the only child born to both Gladys and Morris, was born in 1954.  Michelle told 

me her mother was there for her for everything in her life, from homework as a girl, to 

graduations, to engagement parties, to everything.  Without a doubt, said Michelle, Gladys was 

the World’s Best Mother.  Gladys taught Michelle all of life’s most important lessons, the most 

important being how to be a good person.  Michelle told me she knows how to set a table, how 

to throw a Jewish holiday meal, how to make the world’s best chicken soup – use the whole 
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chicken and throw in a turnip, because of her mother.  And she is so happy to be able to pass 

down everything she has learned from her mother to her own children, ensuring that Gladys 

lives on through the next generations. 

Michelle, together, with her husband, Jerry, who said that Gladys always introduced him 

as her son, NOT her son-in-law, blessed Gladys with four wonderful grandchildren: David, Chad, 

Eric and Meredith.  She has had a very close relationship with all of them, teaching David how 

to play golf, launching into endless Scrabble wars with Eric, who is interviewing for medical 

school at Albert Einstein even as we speak, (best of luck Eric), attending Chad’s wedding, and 

relishing shopping and lunch dates with Meredith, after they graduated from Pick Up Sticks. 

Chad, representing all seven grandchildren, will be addressing you in just a few minutes. 

I’ve spoken now, of all four children, all seven grandchildren, but I would like to return 

to Morris.  For several years, Gladys was a Golf Widow.  Morris would disappear for hours on 

end on the golf course when he wasn’t working.  So Gladys picked up golf and she became quite 

good at it.   This gave Morris and Gladys even more quality time together.  And to that, we must 

add their shared love of travel. 

 Their favorite trip was with two bus-loads of Beth Shalom congregants to Israel, led by 

then-Rabbi Geffin.  Perhaps a close second might be their trip with Michele for her 16
th

 birthday 

to England, France and Switzerland, or perhaps for Pesach to Curacel, where they made 

arrangements to celebrate the seder with Mikveh Israel, the oldest standing synagogue in the 

Western Hemisphere and home to Cantor Swerling, the celebrated long-serving cantor of Beth 

Shalom.   

 Gladys would want me to tell you about the belly dancer she arranged to dance for 

Morris and their friends for a surprise 65
th

 birthday party.  Although no one could hold a candle 

to Gladys, the dancer was quite a temptress in her own right.  As she lay on the ground, on the 

Oriental rug spread out in the Ariff family basement, Morris got right down on his back beside 

her and started dancing too.  Now you know I would only tell you this story with Gladys’ active 

encouragement.  It says something about the love and fidelity of their relationship that Gladys 

enjoyed these stories safe in the exclusive love that Morris had for her.  After Morris’ death, 

two and one-half years ago, that could have been the end of Gladys.  But she told all of us that 
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she had too many things to do to go join Morris. Even after the cancer diagnosis, she told us she 

wasn’t ready to join Morris, yet.  Too much to do!  I do believe they are, at last, together, once 

again enjoying each other’s company. 

 Part of what kept her so busy was looking after the clergy and congregants of Beth 

Shalom, her home away from home.  You have already heard from Hazzan Michael Horwitz, 

who traveled, along with Heidi, and their children, EJ and Quinn, hours from Altoona, to be with 

us today.  In going through her membership file, I found a beautiful letter Rabbi Satlow wrote to 

Gladys thanking her for her donation to his discretionary fund in celebration of his engagement 

to Sarah.  In fact, I know Gladys did everything in her power to make Sarah feel comfortable in 

Wilmington, because of her love and support of her rabbi. 

 And more recently, I found a letter I wrote to Gladys in thanks for an amazing birthday 

Shabbat Kiddush lunch back in March of 2005, when I was still newly arrived from California.  I 

wrote: “I am a long ways from home. Making my first birthday as a resident of Delaware special 

to me was the greatest gift you could have given me.  I know, Elissa, who had only  asked for a 

nice cake, joins me in expressing heart-felt gratitude for making my Shabbat birthday lunch so 

special.  I appreciate all the other things you do to make me and my family feel so welcome 

here.” 

 My own parents, who haven’t been out here for two years, knew to go right to Gladys 

during the Shabbat Sukkot dinner we had here two Fridays ago.  They recognized her as a Beth 

Shalom institution, who treated their boy well.  And they appreciated it.  I appreciated it.  

During this time, I feel as much as a mourner myself, as one who is trying to guide you all 

through your own grieving process.  Sitting with her this past Friday, stroking her forehead, 

chanting the confessional Viddui for her, along with Debbie Friedman’s Misheberach prayer, 

and the best of the Hallel service, was a very moving and cathartic experience for me.  I 

represented all of you, but  it meant so much to me personally. 

 One of her greatest gifts to this congregation was the Kitchen Klub she created, along 

with Heidi Horwitz, to bring us all together around delicious meals following Shabbat services.  

She was able to motivate so many women.  In honoring Sisterhood Superstar Susan Ebner with 

the kavod of Kallat Bereshit during our Simchat Torah celebrations, it was wonderful to say that 
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Gladys was able to pass down her leadership to the next generation, and that Susan has 

ensured that Gladys’ good work would continue.  And how wonderful, while, Gladys was still 

alive, that the Executive Board chose to create a new Gladys Ariff Kitchen Klub Fund to thank 

and honor Gladys for all that she has done for this synagogue.  And of course we are grateful 

for all of Gladys’ leadership roles, serving as a former President of both the CBS Sisterhood and 

Hadassah, as well as a recent stint as member of the CBS Board of Directors, and a recipient of 

her synagogue’s President’s Award. 

 But it has been a two-way street.  I am holding Gladys’ Bat Mitzvah Speech from March 

27, 1999, which she celebrated on this very bimah.  She opened by saying: “I am so proud to 

stand before you on behalf of this B’not Mitzvah class of 5739 – to welcome you and thank you 

for sharing this special day with us.  We hope this spirit of our experience has touched you in 

some way.”  Her speech is inclusive, gracious, and during her remarks about puberty, pretty 

amusing as well. 

This place gave her so much joy.  Beth Shalom was the stage in which she performed life’s 

dance.  She just made vast quantities of her famous copper pennies carrot recipe, which not 

only filled us during our Simchat Torah celebration three days ago, but also filled our Hebrew 

school teachers during their staff meeting yesterday.  I, myself, recently enjoyed a healthy 

portion before sitting down with Gladys’ children for our two-hour plus meeting to prepare this 

eulogy.  The fact that Gladys was gone and we were still busy eating her healthy and delicious 

food was really moving. 

 Speaking of healthy and delicious food, I thought I would spend a little time speaking 

about one of Gladys’ other loves: Weight Watchers.  For 15 years, Gladys was a roving 

instructor for Weight Watchers.  She was dedicated to bringing good health through sensible 

eating and portion control to as many people as possible.  She even got hold of her own 

grandson, Eric, and took him from a zoftig young man, and inspired him to become the body-

building, high school wrestling champion, University of Florida sports president, medical school 

aspirant he is today.   She was our Points Counting Queen, when she wasn’t making fattening 

Kiddush desserts in our synagogue kitchen.  And she loved speaking in public.  As you may have 

sensed from her bat mitzvah speech, she was articulate, witty, funny, and ALWAYS engaging.  
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And she used these skills to bring good health to hundreds upon hundreds of Delawareans 

throughout the years. 

 I have put off speaking of her cancer until the last possible moment, but now I must.  

She was diagnosed with bile duct cancer back in September 2009.  Gladys, with her son Louis by 

her side, was told it was both inoperable and terminal.   Louis told me she did not miss a beat.  

She looked her doctor in the eye and said: “I don’t want chemo and I don’t want radiation.  So 

tell me what other alternatives are out there.”  She never felt sorry for herself.  Gladys just used 

her positive, can-do attitude to deal with her cancer.  And it was in large part because of her 

can-do attitude, plus her son, Louis’ effective advocacy, that just two weeks after the diagnosis, 

Gladys was accepted into a highly experimental program called Photo Dynamic Treatment, only 

offered at Jefferson Hospital up in Philadelphia.  The best her doctor was able to offer was an 

additional six months, nine months tops.  The fact that Gladys broke all medical records by 

extending her life by a full year is nothing short of amazing.  Her experience will bring life to so 

many others facing a similar prognosis. 

 At High Holy Days, I gave a sermon critiquing the phrase, “I am dying to do something.” I 

suggested a better phrase would be: “I am living to do something.”  So let me share with you 

what Gladys did with her additional year of life, what she lived to do: 

1.  First and foremost, she flew with her daughter Sharon to attend her grandson, Chad’s, 

wedding in Florida. 

2. She attend a huge family Thanksgiving dinner for 20. 

3.  She worked with the Kitchen Klub to create wonderful Shabbat lunches and onegs. 

4. She attended Ashley’s bridal shower. 

5. She attended a lovely Mother’s Day brunch in Redding. 

6. She attended endless lunches with her girl friends in great big hats. 

7. She had extra quality time with each of her children during her cancer treatments. 

8. She drove around with Louis in his sexy convertible, with the roof down. 

9.  She skipped out on Beth Shalom’s Yom Kippur  services to fly down to Boca Raton to 

listen to her granddaughter Meredith chant Torah for 2000 Jews in the pews at the 

overflow service. 
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Gladys wasn’t dying to see her family and participate in all their simchas.  Gladys was LIVING 

to see her family and participate in all their simchas.  When we come back from the cemetery 

and do what Gladys would have you do, eat, with portion control, but eat, you need to check 

out two photos.  One is of a 20-something Gladys who looks like Lana Turner, taken in Atlantic 

City.  The other is a photo taken of Gladys, hands in the air, dancing at her grandson, Chadd’s 

wedding, this past year. 

Gladys taught us how to live, she taught us how to die, she taught us the most important of 

life’s lessons – simply how to be a good person.  She was true to her name, Gittel.  She was 

goodness personified.  I was blessed to know her as a congregant and as my friend, and I know 

ALL of you gathered here this afternoon feel exactly the same way.  

Zichrona l’vracha – May her memory be for a blessing, and let us say amen. 


