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Rabbi Michael Beals May 31, 2009

Wilmington, DE

Gerald Goldberg

Yaakov ben Hayim v’Chana

September 4, 1934 – May 29, 2009

Jerry Goldberg passed away on one of the holiest days in the Jewish

calendar, on the holiday of Shavuot, where we celebrate the receiving of the

Torah from God at Mount Sinai. In the Talmud, Tractate Yevamot, the great first

century rabbi, Hillel, was once asked by a potential convert of Judaism, to

summarize the entire Torah on one foot. Hillel looked the fellow right in the eye

and said: “that which you find hateful do not do unto others. All the rest is

commentary. Now go learn it.” That’s the golden rule. And this summary of the

Torah seems to perfectly sum up Jerry’s life as well. He lived by the golden rule

and added to it. In fact his daughter Karen told me that there wasn’t anything

that Jerry wouldn’t do for you. He had one of the most generous spirits in the

world. And it is that generous spirit which we have come to honor this morning.

Jerry was the youngest child born to Herman and Ann Goldberg of Chester,

Pennsylvania. Betty was the oldest, followed by Marvin. Both Marvin and Jerry

adored Betty, and grieved her death at such an early age. Betty had been married
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to dear Morris Ariff, of blessed memory. When Morris married Gladys, Gladys felt

she gained a true brother with Jerry, and she always cherished that relationship

throughout the years. And it is through Gladys that I came to know both Jerry

and Myra throughout my five years of service at Congregation Beth Shalom. I

wanted to acknowledge both Marvin and Gladys who are both with us this

morning.

Jerry was educated in Philadelphia and entered military service in1955,

with the 101st Airborne Division. Jerry was a proud member of the Jewish War

Veterans of Delaware, and I just officiated at a Memorial Day program last week

where Jerry was installed as an officer , even though he could not be physically

present . He served as their official photographer, and with Myra at his side,

worked tirelessly to raise funds to purchase special items for the VA Hospital in

Elsmere, and now in Millford, as well as the Veterans Retirement Home, to make

life more beautiful for these men and women in uniform who served our country

so gallantly and selflessly. In fact if you were trying to decide on a charity which

best represented Jerry’s values and wanted to extend Jerry’s good work, you

would need to look no further than the Jewish War Veterans.
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Well Jerry continued his education in the military and graduated college at

Goldie Beacom with a degree in Accounting. He spent 13 years as chief

accountant with a major paper manufacturing company, followed by eight years

as a controller of a wholesale distributor, and was later recruited by a head

hunting firm.

But to be honest with you, unlike other men of this era, Jerry was not

defined by his work. Jerry’s passion was his family, beginning with his wife of

almost 50 years, Myra. And we have Sunny Shussman’s bonde hair to thank for

getting these two love-birds together.

Back in December 1958, Myra’s mother’s car broke down in Wilmington.

And a young man, named Sunny Shussman offered to help her. Myra’s mom, in

the course of conversation, found out that Sunny was Jewish, and proclaimed that

she had a beautiful daughter who was available. Sunny called Myra and in the

course of the conversation, Myra asked what color hair he had. He confidently

answered, “blonde.” Turned out, that was the wrong answer. Myra preferred

black-haired men. Now it turns out that Jerry was tired of Philly girls and he

shared this disgust with Sunny. So Sunny gave Jerry Myra’s phone number. (Are

you still with me, because Myra gave me this story late last night, with lots of
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details, including the date, December 27, 1958. I barely kept up, so good luck).

So Jerry calls 21-year old Myra, who is in the middle of watching “Ellory Queen”

on her family’s brand-new color television set, and she isn’t too keen on being

interrupted. But 25-year-old Jerry is persistent and offers to bring over some

pizza. So she said sure, “come on over.” Myra was dressed in casual grey slacks, a

red sweater, some comfy red slippers, and she wasn’t too keen on dolling herself

up for some guy she described as “some jerk with a pizza” to her father.

Door bell rings. And there stands, what Myra describes as this gorgeous

man, with black, luscious hair, in grey trousers and a red vest. They matched.

Well I could end the story there. But I will go on to tell you that Jerry had no

pizza. Turns out he thought it would get cold. He wows the dad with his great

personality and banter, and then offers to take the two of them out to the

Howard Johnson’s (today’s Hollywood Grill) for a bite. Dad wisely passes, and

Jerry ushers Myra into a brand-new white convertible De Soto with a green top.

“WOW!,” thought Myra, the guy’s gorgeous AND rich! They had a wonderful time.

Next morning, Myra gets a call from Jerry, asking her out for breakfast at the old

Post House. Myra thinks, what is this guy mishugge, driving all the way down

from Philly for breakfast? It turns out that Jerry had his pick of mishpucha in
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Wilmington to sleep with – either the Ariff’s or the Paul’s, so Jerry wasn’t that

mishugge. She accepted. She even remembers the hamburger and grilled onions

she ordered as she normally did not eat breakfast. He took her on a long drive,

with the hood down and the heat on, (afterall it was late December) and well they

talked and talked, and then he asked her if it were humanly possible for her not to

have a date for New Year’s Eve so he could take her to the Dance at Congregation

Beth Emeth. It turns out she DID have blind date for that night, but in her

attraction to Jerry, she kind of forgot, and told Jerry that she was free. (Myra

claims that she normally didn’t do things like that, but she REALLY liked Jerry).

The next date was January 11, and that was the date that Jerry asked Myra

to go steady. Myra answered: “been there, done that.” Jerry said well he really

wanted to propose but he did not have an engagement ring big enough. Myra

asked how big was he thinking. He said: “two karats.” Myra said: “one karat

would do.” And sure enough, on Myra’s 22nd birthday on January 20, Jerry

presented her with an emerald-cut one karat diamond ring. It wasn’t a straight

road from that moment to the chuppah, but on November 14, 1959, they were

married. Myra told me not a day passed from that moment until his passing, that

Jerry did not daily tell Myra how beautiful she was and how much he loved her.
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Sometimes these affirmations of beauty came before Myra had a chance to put

on any makeup and she would protest. Jerry would reply, “I think you are even

more beautiful without anything on at all.” (I wasn’t sure if that was Jerry being

risqué but I know it was definitely a well-received compliment). Jerry and Myra

enjoyed a very full life together. There was traveling, to Canada, to Hawaii with

the Weinberg’s, and especially the trips with the 31 year-old Cotler Cousin’s Club,

to more local destinations like New York and Atlantic City. But what gave special

joy to Jerry were his children and grandchildren.

After five years, where Jerry and Myra got to enjoy their lives as a couple,

Pamela Lynn came into their lives. Jerry had a special bond with Pam, which

expressed itself through Pam’s horseback riding lessons, all captured lovingly in

still photography by Jerry. Once, Pam was thrown very violently from a horse. It

was Jerry who was by her side, and encouraged her to get back on, which she did.

What a wonderful life lesson Jerry taught her that day, which Pam has used when

she has had other setbacks later in life. That ability to get back on the horse, no

matter what life has served up, is a lesson which after the Golden Rule, is another

one of Jerry’s teachings we should take to heart.
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Among Pam’s gifts to her father, her most prized gift was the birth of

Thomas Patrick, known to all as TJ, born in 1990. He was the first boy in the

family, and Jerry was in awe of his grandson. Rather than speak for TJ, let me

share with you what this first grandson wrote in his own words:

“I spent a good amount of time with my grandfather over the years. He

taught me a lot when I was younger whether it was tying my shoes to knowing my

left hand from right hand, or knowing right from wrong. He really enjoyed going

to any sporting event to take pictures whether it was varsity football or baseball in

high school or even YMCA basketball, roller hockey, or karate when I was younger

and he rarely ever missed one of my games. This past year when the decision of

college came up he was a big advocate of going to University of Delaware and he

was completely confident that I would love it, even when I had doubts. Well he

was right, I ended up loving it and it made him happy to me having success and a

great time at college. Even in the last couple weeks of his life he wanted to do

everything he could to be involved in my life and wanted to come take pictures at

my fraternity’s formal in Ocean City, Maryland. He always was there for support

and wanted to be a big part of my life and was.”
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Karen Sue was Jerry’s baby girl. She always felt so much support from her

father. She would bring home what she thought was a mediocre project from

school and her father, and mother, would rave and rave about it, until she, too,

thought it was wonderful. When it came to sports, she basked in her father’s

praise. Karen loved figure skating, and Jerry was at EVERY ice show at the

Wilmington Ice Rink, with his camera in hand, taking the most amazing

photographs. That ongoing, unconditional support, helped Karen rise through the

ranks of MB&A, and later helped her find the confidence to open her own credit

card promotion business. Karen can see the direct line that began with her

father’s enthusiastic support and how that played into her own decisions in

adulthood.

When David Mendgen married Karen in 1992, he, too, felt Jerry’s love and

support and despite some observations about the natural tension between a

father-in-law and son-in-law (because no one is EVER good enough for Daddy’s

little girl), that was not the case in this relationship. Of course it did not hurt that

David along with Karen, made Jerry a grandfather not once, not twice, but three

times over, with the births of Mitchell, Adam and Cory. Guys, your mom told me

how hard you are taking the loss of your grandpa, and she told me that I needed
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to remind you of Grandpa’s corny jokes and amusing anecdotes which all begin

with: “I remember when…” in order to help you all smile through your tears. And

I am also supposed to tell you that it is okay to cry in public, as everyone else

probably will be too.

To TJ, Mitchell, Adam and Cory: Your grandpa wanted me to share

something very important with you that he thought I was best suited to say. Your

grandpa and grandma made sure that their daughters had good Jewish

educations, went to Hebrew school and eventually had bat mitzvahs. Your

Grandpa Jerry was a proud Jew, and he would have liked to have passed that

heritage and knowledge on to the four of you. Because your respective mothers

are Jewish, you are all automatically considered Jews in our community. As you

enter adulthood, your Grandpa Jerry’s wish, which he shared with me prior to his

passing, was that you will each take active steps to pursue your Judaism, really

learn about it, and find your way into the Jewish community. For your

grandfather, it was through his tireless work with the Jewish War Veterans. I

promised your grandfather, that should you ask me, I would proudly and loyally

do my best to explore your Judaism with you as a private tutor. All you have to do

is ask me. As a start, you are all welcome to join Pam and Karen at Friday night
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and Saturday Sabbath services at my synagogue, where they are obliged by

Jewish tradition to say the Mourner’s Kaddish, along with other mourners, for the

next 12 months. Perhaps this is the first place to begin your Jewish education and

what it means to live in a supportive community. Certainly your Aunt Gladys could

share these lessons with you better than any other person I have come to know in

the Wilmington Jewish community.

Jerry will always be known for his love of life. He would Not have wanted to

have been defined by his heart disease, his diabetes and the kidney failure which

eventually ended his life. Rather, Jerry would want to be remembered for things

like his wonderful sense of humor. And he loved to eat -- which must have been

especially tough for a diabetic. His all time favorite food was Byer’s Chocolate Ice

Cream and I encourage that it be served at Karen’s home tonight in Jerry’s honor.

But he would never turn down a good steak, Italian food or Chinese food for that

matter. Myra said his favorite dish was pot roast with carrots and browned

potatoes, just the way his mama used to make it, and he was also wild about her

spaghetti and meatballs – it was all in the sauce.

So as we ponder Jerry’s life, may we first remember his commitment to the

Golden Rule, and may we incorporate those values into our own lives as well. But
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may we also be generous, with our praise, with our time, with our kindness.

Certainly in the bedside visit I had with Jerry, where together we recited the

Jewish confessional prayer called Viddui, I walked away touched by Jerry’s

gentility and gratitude. Jerry embodied the best of Jewish values, and anyone

wanting to know more about Judaism could start by reviewing the way Jerry

treated them. You could find no better teacher. Zichrona l’vracha -- May his

memory be for a blessing and let us all say, amen.


