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"...He treated them as he treated everybody, with dignity and respect. There is no
expectation of reward. It is rather a noble gesture for the sake of another."

Now I could easily be talking about Gerald Cohen at any time in his life. However what I
just read to you was one of the most beautiful passages from Gerald's grandson, David's,
bar mitzvah sermon, which David will deliver tomorrow in a temple in Andover,
Massachusetts. David was describing our patriarch, Abraham, and how he treats three
strangers who come out of the dessert seeking the shelter and hospitality of Abraham's
tent. David makes the point that Abraham did not know that these three strangers were in
actuality Divine beings, angels. Nor would that have mattered to Abraham, because he
would have treated them equally well, angel or mortal, rich man or poor.

The Torah portion this week, taken from the Book of Genesis, is called "Vayera", and it
is all about vision. The more one learns of Jerry's life, the more one realizes that this
Torah portion, from grandson David's description of Abraham's hospitality, to Abraham
being a man of vision, provides the appropriate backdrop for Jerry leaving this life for the
next.

Jerry was the first child born to Zelda and Michael Cohen, both of Wilmington,
Delaware. He was born on September 23, 1936, at Wilmington Hospital. Zelda and
Michael would later be blessed with another son, Jerry's baby brother, Alan. Jerry and
Alan grew up in a very nice detached home on 37th Street, in what was then a Jewish
section of Wilmington. The Cohen's grew up in Congregation Beth Shalom. Jerry and
Alan marked their bar mitzvahs on this very pulpit and a generation later, so would
Jerry's son, Jeff. In those days, the legendary Rabbi Kraft served as the family rabbi.
Michael Cohen supported his family as the proprietor of Wilmington Supply Company.
In this plumbing store, Michael's young son, Jerry, would learn the values of hard work
and honesty. Much later, at Gerry and Lorraine's 25th wedding anniversary, Jerry
eloquently addressed his guests and publically praised his father for providing the fine
foundation for his own success in business. While still in high school Jerry would love
working in the business and it was assumed that he would eventually take over the family
store.

Back at P.S. Dupont High School, Jerry had other loves besides business. He loved
playing basketball. He loved dressing well, and he loved, well, he was popular with the
Wilmington girls. But if a Wilmington boy was to really make something of himself, he
would have to hook up with a Philadelphia girl...enter Lorraine, affectionately called
"Chick" by Jerry.



Lorraine was a mere 17 when she met Jerry, who was then a college boy attending
TempleUniversity, a proud member of Phi Alpha Fraternity. Lorraine and Jerry were
fixed up on a blind date. Lorraine remembers Jerry being very sweet, very caring, and
very outgoing. He actually told Lorraine, over the phone, that he had a great personality.
The year was 1957 and Jerry was driving the '39 Packard that his grandfather had given
him. In those days it was all about what you drove and we can imagine that Jerry, the
snappy dresser, was a pretty cool cat in that Packard. Lorraine took the bold step of
asking Jerry to escort her to the Senior Prom in Overbrook, and the rest, well, is history.
They were married on February 15, 1959 at the German Town Jewish Center in
Philadelphia. Prior to the wedding, Jerry Lehrfeld remembered his fellow fraternity
brother as being the best of roomates at Temple, so we can suppose that boded well when
Jerry became Lorraine's life-long roommate.

As a husband, Jerry was both thoughtful and funny. It seems that Lorraine took special
pleasure in occasionally finding pennies on the ground. So Jerry would deliberately walk
ahead of Lorraine and drop pennies on the ground that his wife could discover with joy.
This might seem like a small gesture, but Jerry's life was filled with one kind gesture after
another. Put all these gestures together, and to quote Lorraine, you had a man "whose
heart was as big as this synagogue!" They were married for 45 years filled with love -- it
was a real partnership, both in sickness and in health. After Jerry first heart bypass
surgery 16 years ago, Lorraine started taking care of Jerry, something for which Jerry
always expressed gratitude. But Lorraine and Jerry were also a team, including the
Licensed Sports Memorabilia business they ran together, where they traveled across
country, and Lorraine learned to love sports... and run the register. They started with
Superbowl 27 back in 1992 and they were still at it for Superbow 39, some 12 years later.
Today I wear this baseball cap, emblazened with the words "Red Socks" in Hebrew, to
commemorate this wonderful business which gave the couple so much joy, and to
celebrate the lifting of the Red Socks curse. (I'm not sure if the cap is licensed).

Jerry and Lorraine were blessed with two children who they adore. Wendy was born in
1960. She was always perfect in his eyes. Knowing what we know about Jerry, it is no
surprise that Wendy studied education at Leslie College and Tufts, specializing in special
ed., so she could help others. Wendy remembers in childhood, during the Passover seder,
her dad would sneak away during the meal, and when she would go to the door to let the
Elijah into the house, there would be her dad at the open door, pretending to be the great
prophet himself. Wendy said her dad had a great sense of humor. He would go into the
women's langerie section of Wilmington department stores and ask for men's pantyhose
(there is no such thing) or he would go to the Hollywood Grill and ask for Chinese food
(not on the menu). When Wendy married Mark, the family was so pleased because in his
personality, Mark manifested so many of the kind, generous personality traits found in
Wendy's dad, Jerry. And these same wonderful traits are found in Wendy and Mark's
three lovely children, Michelle, 16, Sarah, 6, and David, whose bar mitzvah will be
celebrated tomorrow. David, like his grandfather, has been able to combine his love of
sports with his desire to help others. For his mitzvah community service project, David



volunteered to help very special young people with their basketball practices for the
Special Olympics. Although it will be difficult, Lorraine will fly up to Boston for that
Bar Mitzvah, representing not only herself, but David's very proud Grandfather, Jerry,
who will be shepping naches from above.

Jeff, who was born in 1963, was always a little embarrassed with how proud his father
was of him. In later years, Jerry had a picture of Jeff's new home which he had clipped
from a newspaper article which he would show to all his friends who hung out at the old
Howard Johnson's on Concord Pike. Earlier I had compared Jerry to the Bibilical
Abraham, a man of vision, who we read about in this week's Torah portion. Let me give
you an example of Jerry's gift of vision.

At the age of 10, Jeff picked a racket at the Brandywine Country Club for the first time.
The tennis instructor at the club, Larry Hampton, told Jerry that his son, Jeff, was a
natural. That was ALL Jerry had to hear. Jerry had the vision to invest in the best
coaches for his son and two years later, at the age of 12, Jeff was ranked the number one
tennis player in Pennsylvania, Delaware and New Jersey. With Jerry's help and vision,
Jeff was able to play championship tennis in such far-flung places as Puerto Rico,
Louisianna and Texas. Jeff eventually entered Indiana University on a tennis scholarship,
earning degrees in business and later, in law. In July of this year, the Governor of Indiana
appointed Jeff to be a trustee of his alma mater. Jerry was so proud. Father and son
shared a special bond -- a love of sports and a love of life. I should add that when Jerry
experienced his heart attack, he was doing what he loved. He was with his son, Jeff.
They had earlier sat in on an Indiana University basketball practice and were then
together watching IU's football team play Michigan. During half time, seeing that Dad
didn't look well, Jeff begged Jerry to leave for the hospital. But Jerry didn't want to have
any of it; he was determined to see the end of the game

But Jerry's vision did not stop here. Not only did Jerry recognize Jeff's potential and
talent, he also recognized the potential and talent of Jeff's first instructor, Larry Hampton.
Jerry helped Larry finance the Bellview Tennis Center which still helps young people
develop their tennis skills. True to form, Jerry wanted to help as many people as possible,
and Jerry had the vision to know that Larry had the skill to help these young people, just
as Larry had helped Jeff.

Jerry's vision also extended to selecting Jeff's wife, Jenny. Jenny was down from New
York City, commentating the Liz Claireborne fashion show at the Strawbridge's in
Christiana Mall. Lorraine turned to Jerry and said: "now there's a girl that Jeff would
like." As Abraham may have turned to Sara in the Bible, Jerry the man of vision, turned
to his wife and replied: "I'll take care of that." The spectators were told that Jenny would
be availabe after the fashion show to answer any questions. Armed with a photo of Jeff
in his wallet, (Jerry must have always had a lot of stuff in his wallet), Jerry approached
Jenny after the show and asked her a question. The question was: "are you attached?"
Upon confirming her availability, Jerry told Jenny all about Jeff. At the end of their
encounter, Jenny said "Good bye Dad." Jerry then faxed Jeff Jenny's phone number. Jeff,



then practicing law in Indianapolis, politely told his dad that he had plenty of female
company and didn't need the help. But when Jeff happened to be in New York City, he
did look Jenny up, and the rest, well is history. Today, Jeff and Jenny are blessed with
two lovely children of their own, Kendall, 6, and John, 5. Jenny shared with me that
Kendall was never given a Hebrew name. So at her upcoming Consecration Ceremony,
to celebrate the beginning of her formal Jewish education, Kendall will be given her
grandfather, Jerry's Hebrew name: Yom Tov, which means holy day, in order to perserve
his memory, in accordance with Jewish tradition.

In Pirkei Avot, a 2,000 year old body of Jewish wisdom literature written in the Galilee,
the rabbis advised: "ain kemach, ain Torah." -- "without flour there is no Torah," or
"without sustenance there can be no study." Jerry must have taken this teaching to heart.
That is the only way of understanding how Jerry got out of the plumbing business, at an
early age, and opened up his first Mr. Pizza, on Marsh Road at Silverside, in 1960, just a
brief three years after graduating Tufts. What did a nice Jewish boy know about making
pizza? Well one store led to two, and then to three, and so on and so on, so by 1988,
Jerry owned a Mr. Pizza Empire, with 12 stores in the chain. He would later sell the
chain, and find joy in combining business with sports with his licensed sports
merchandise enterprise.

In the Torah, Jerry's grandson, David, reminds us in his bar mitzvah speech, that
Abraham was kind, generous and hospitable...and so was Jerry. Congregation Beth
Shalom's long-serving Religious School Director, Arlene Davis, told me only two days
ago, how generous Jerry was with the children. He would donate penants and other
sports memorabilia for the school Purim carnival, making it a great success.

Hazzan Michael Horwitz told me that Jerry was kind to him from the moment he first
stepped foot at Beth Shalom, showering him with sports memorabilia from the Hazzan's
alma mater, Indiana University. Of course it didn't hurt that Jerry was a big IU fan!
Hazzan Michael remembers fondly when he and his wife, Heidi, returned to the Cohen's
home after a lovely dinner out, and together Jerry and the Hazzan watched the basketball
game where IU, the underdog, upset Duke in the Final Four. Now of course, I haven't the
foggiest idea what Hazzan Michael was telling me, but I did understand how special it
was for my colleague to spend the evening with Jerry, cheering for the same team
together in front of the big screen t.v. Hazzan Michael's last memory of Jerry says it all.
It was this past Simchat Torah, just a few weeks go. Jerry was rushing off to Indiana to
be with Jeff. But first he just had to stop at the shul where he had to deliver a gift
package for Michael and Heidi's new son, Elliott. The gift box was filled with sports
bibs and a University of Connecticut Championship teddy bear. True to form, Jerry was
generous to the last.

I took special pleasure hearing Jerry describe his delicious salmon meal to me in the heart
center in Indiana after successfully coming through his quadruple bypass surgery.
Always thankful, Jerry told me how much he appreciated the doctors and nurses at the
hospital, as well as his spacious hospital room. We had all hoped for a successful



recovery but towards the end, Jerry knew what was happening. He wrote:" that he was not
scared. He did not want anyone to mourn over his death. He wanted everyone to
celebrate his wonderful 68 years, celebrate his beautiful, healthy children and
grandchildren, and he wanted everyone to be happy."

So I take my marching orders from Jerry. Together we celebrate a remarkable man of
vision, who had a love of life, a love of family, a love of sports and a love of business and
somehow, miraculously managed to weave all these loves together, with one love
reinforcing another. In the end, he not only blessed his family, he blessed his entire
community. May we continue Jerry's good work, may we embrace his positive attitude,
and by doing so, his memory will be for a blessing.


