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Rabbi Michael S. Beals       October 11, 2017 

Mark P. Delmerico 

Moshe ben Avraham Avinu v’Sarah Imeinu 

June 18, 1949 – October 6, 2017 

 Mark Delmerico passed away during the festival of Sukkot.  It is a special 

time in the Jewish calendar, when Jews leave the comfort of their homes, and for 

seven days dwell in ramshackle booths, with leafy rooves.  It is a time to re-

embrace nature as well as to express gratitude for all that God has given to us.  

These twin themes of love of nature and gratitude reflect Mark so well.  Mark’s 

daughters shared with me how much their father loved to take them camping in 

their childhood – it was as if Mark was celebrating the autumn celebration of 

Sukkot all throughout the year.  And as we consider Mark’s all-too short 68 years 

on earth, it is we who feel compelled to express our gratitude for Mark’s 

kindness, consideration, warmth, profound love, and BIG HEART he had for his 

family and for his community. 

 Mark was born in Brooklyn, New York to Marion Clapham and Paul J. 

Delmerico, on June 18, 1949. He was raised in a large extended, Italian Catholic 

family which all lived in the same house in Dobbs Ferry.  And it was a Dobbs Ferry 

High School where Mark expressed his passion for everything life had to offer – he 

was active in football, baseball, wrote for the school newspaper, and embraced a 

whole host of other activities too.  He graduated from Dobbs Ferry High in 1967. 

 It is 155.6 miles from Dobbs Ferry, New York to the University of Delaware 

– but an 18 year-old Mark was willing to make the journey where he pursued his 

bachelor’s degree in American Studies.  It was also at UD where Mark first 

became involved in political activism.  Attracted to the struggle for democracy in 

Nicaragua, Mark actually traveled to this Central American republic in the 70’s, 

throwing his support behind the revolutionary Sandanistas against the corrupt 

Samoza government. Mark married Michelle Ostafy, who he had met at UD. 

During their honeymoon in 1983, Mark returned to Nicaragua with his new bride 

– certainly not your typical honeymoon destination. 
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 The very best part of Michelle and Mark’s marriage was the birth of their 

two daughters.  Julie was born in 1985.  You will hear from her in just a few 

minutes. She loved the way her father immersed her in so many varied activities, 

from soccer to religious services at the Ukrainian Orthodox Church.  She also 

remembered how her dad threw himself into local politics, including Mark’s 

support for Jim Sills, Wilmington’s first black mayor, back in 1992 then again in 

1996.   

 Julie was especially grateful for how supportive her dad was regarding her 

elopement to Mauricio Vargas back in 2009.  Mark even arranged for flowers to 

be sent to their hotel room after the ceremony.  Mauricio enjoyed his deep 

conversations with his father-in-law, ranging from politics to amusing stories – 

Mauricio soaked it all in. 

 Vanessa, Michelle and Mark’s second daughter, was born in 1988.  He was 

so involved in her life too, from coaching soccer to her involvement in the Siegel 

Jewish Community Center, where Vanessa became a beloved swim coach.  I am 

going to return to the JCC in just a moment, as it was a very important part of 

Mark’s life. 

 Mark worked for the State of Delaware for more than 25 years focusing on 

emergency preparedness towards the end of his career.  He served as a Red Cross 

volunteer during emergency situations in Louisiana and Mississippi. Mark also 

selflessly volunteered in Haiti with the Haiti Family Initiative.  

 But Mark’s heart was at the Jewish Community.  Former JCC Executive 

Director Jeff Metz shared with me that the best word to describe Mark was 

“mench” – loosely translated from the Yiddish as “a fine human being.”  Jeff 

shared with me that Mark “was always ready to provide support, a kind word, a 

favor, or whatever was needed.  He believed in the community and worked on its 

behalf.  He was always upbeat and ready to tell a story.” 

 The JCC’s current Executive Director, Ivy Harlev, reminded me that Mark 

served on the JCC Board of Directors for many years.  She shared that “he was 
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instrumental in helping us with our security plans when such plans initially 

became necessary many years ago.”   

Ivy said, “He was incredibly dedicated and very well respected by the JCC 

staff.  He used to call me not even that long ago to make sure I was aware of 

different things happening in the community and around the world.  He did a lot 

for our JCC and I am very thankful for his many, many years of service and 

incredible dedication.” 

Julie and Vanessa told me that it was his love of the JCC and more 

importantly the staff who worked there and the Jewish volunteers who served on 

the Board, that inspired Mark, in the 1990’s to convert to Judaism.  Now listen, I 

do many funerals, weddings and b’nei mitzvah, and many Catholics who attend 

my services often turn to our Jewish congregations after the life cycle event is 

over and say, “Oh, I really want to convert to Judaism.”  And perhaps in that 

moment they really want to.  But the moment passes, and they move on.  But 

Mark did NOT move on.  Under Rabbi Dan Satlow and Hazzan Michael Horwitz, 

Mark found a nurturing clergy at Congregation Beth Shalom who helped him join 

the Jewish faith – no small feat, especially when converting through the 

Conservative Movement, with its emphasis on kashrut and Sabbath observance. 

I reached out to Hazzan Michael Horwitz, now serving as a hospital chaplain 

in Montgomery, Alabama, but back in the 90’s, he would have served on Mark’s 

beit din for conversion.  And Hazzan Horwitz used the very same word as Jeff 

Metz to describe Mark, “a mench.”  Hazzan Horwitz added, “I remember walking 

to Shabbat services with him from my first rented house that was near the 

synagogue and how wonderful the conversation was and how caring and 

concerned he was for other people’s well-being, wanting to help out and give 

advice.” 

I was so impressed that one of our truly stellar Delaware Jewish community 

leaders, Toni Young, wrote to me from her new home in New York City, sharing 

that “Mark Delmerico was a kind, wonderful person, and the Jewish community 

was lucky he chose to join us.  He helped in so many ways and never sought 

attention.” 
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It was about five years after my coming to Wilmington that Mark suffered 

his terrible heart attack in 2009, while driving his car.  Now I, too, had 

remembered Mark as a vibrant community leader, who loved coming to Shabbat 

services, always giving me a smile and words of encouragement.  But after that 

horrible heart attack, where Mark had actually died and then was subsequently 

revived, well things were so different for him after that.  In fact, when I was 

summoned to the hospital eight years ago, I actually said the Viddui, the Jewish 

confessional for those very close to death.   

Miraculously, Mark did NOT die.  I stuck close to his hospital room during 

his long recovery.  And I would visit him at Ingleside, bringing him shelach manot 

baskets at Purim on behalf of the synagogue.  And thanks to congregant Benjie 

Cohen, I saw Mark a good deal at synagogue for special occasions, like Rosh 

Hashana and Yom Kippur services.  Like his son-in-law, Mauricio, Benjie just liked 

to sit back and listen to Mark talk, be it over dinner or during their drives to and 

from Congregation Beth Shalom.  

The brain is an incredibly resilient organ but that 2009 heart attack 

attacked those areas of the brain responsible for short-term memory, judgement, 

and observing societal norms.  So from 2009 through October 6, 2017, it has been 

a constant struggle for Mark and his loved ones, as he moved from Ingleside to 

The Laurelton, and most recently, Churchman’s Village, where Mark actually was 

at his best.  How sad it is that it was yet another heart attack which took Mark’s 

life.   

If you take the last letter of the Torah, the lamed, which we will read at the 

close of the Book of Deuteronomy tomorrow night, at Simchat Torah 

celebrations, followed by the Hebrew letter bet, which opens the Book of 

Genesis, you get the Hebrew word lev, which means heart.  The Torah is the heart 

of the Jewish people.  And Mark took that Torah to heart when he embraced the 

Jewish people.  And ironies of ironies, for a man who was stricken with a 

compromised heart, Mark Delerico was actually the biggest-hearted man you will 

ever meet.   Zikaron l’baruch – May his memory be for a blessing, and let us all say 

amen. 


