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Leah Hayah bat Aharon Leib u’Malka
Leah Zimmerman Kraft

August 9, 1916 - January 19, 2006

I don’t think Mrs. Kraft would have liked all this fuss made on her account. And I
deliberately use the title, “Mrs.” because even though we all know that her full name was Leah
Kraft, I think many of us would be just an unlikely to call Queen Elizabeth, “Lizzy” as we would
to call Mrs. Kraft, Leah. Because for those of us who came to know Mrs. Kraft, she was the
closest thing to royalty that we would ever know. In March of 2004, when I was being
auditioned for the position of Rabbi of this congregation, I needed to present myself before Mrs.
Kraft who sat in this very sanctuary, first row, on my left. It was as if I had been presented before
Queen Victoria herself, in part because of the way she carried herself, and in part because of the
way people treated her. Thank God she gave me the thumbs up and it is with a great deal of
gratitude for her that I address you this morning.

So I don’t think Mrs. Kraft would have liked all this fuss made on her account. But Mrs.
Kraft would have approved of the teaching of Torah. One could never teach enough Torah to
satisfy Mrs. Kraft. So let me tell you that when Mrs. Kraft passed from this world to the next this
past Thursday, Jews the world over were just beginning the opening verses of the second Book of
the Torah, Shemot, Exodus. There, we met the most extraordinary women the world had ever
known. There were the Egyptian midwives, Shifra and Puah, the first women in history to
practice civil disobedience, by disobeying Pharoah’s orders to kill the first born Hebrew babies,
claiming that the Hebrew women were too quick for them, giving birth in the fields and quickly
running away. There was brave Yohevet, who, placing her faith in God, took her precious baby,
Moses, and put him afloat on the Nile. There was the daughter of Pharaoh, known in the
Midrash, as Batya, who finding a Hebrew baby afloat on the Nile, also disobeyed her father’s
death decree by raising this boy as her own son, a Prince of Egypt. Then there was Tziporah,
daughter of Midianite Priest, who became Judaism’s one and only mohelet, practicing the rite of
circumcision on both her husband Moses, and their son, in order to save both of their lives. And
towering over them all, there was Miriam, Moses’ sister. According to Midrash, upon seeing her
father divorce his mother upon learning of Pharaoh’s decree to murder Jewish baby boys, shamed
both her father and all the Hebrew men by claiming that these men were worse than Pharaoh, for
while Pharaoh sought to murder Hebrew baby boys, through their divorces, these men sought to
murder Hebrew baby boys AND girls. Miriam’s criticism resulted in Hebrew men remarrying
their wives, which paved the way for Moses to be born.

As Mrs. Kraft ascended into heaven, I pictured her being welcomed by Shifra, Puah,
Batya, Yohevet, Tsiporah and Miriam, all who hailed her as “sister” and ayset hayil, “woman of
valor” as she joined their esteemed ranks as a kindred spirit.

Leah was born on August 9, 1916, in Philadelphia. She was the first child born to Harry
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and Mollie Zimmerman. In time, she would be joined by two sisters, Miryam, of blessed memory,
and Shirley, who is with us today. Leah grew up in a South Philly Jewish neighborhood, in an
observant home. No one is born in a vacuum. In order to understand Mrs. Kraft’s passion for
Jewish education, you need to know something of the sacrifices Harry and Mollie made for their
children’s Jewish education. Every Monday through Thursday, four days a week, Harry would
rush home from work and get their youngest daughter, Shirley to Jewish Education Center
Number 2 for her 4 p.m. supplemental Jewish education lessons. Meanwhile, Mollie would make
dinner for Miryam. Then Harry would bring Shirley home, and get Miryam and bring her for her
5:30 p.m. classes while Mollie made dinner for Shirley. Then Harry would go home. Hopefully
Leah would have also eaten, and she would be brought over to the Jewish Education Center for
her 7 p.m. lessons and return home by 8:30 p.m. In addition, the entire Zimmerman family would
come back to the Jewish Education Center on Friday evening for one hour Shabbat services.
Three separate meals for three separate meal times, four times per week, Mollie would make for
her children. Three separate round trips, taking a total of three hours, four times per week, Harry
would make for his children. Why? Because the Zimmerman family was passionate about Jewish
education. And Mrs. Kraft continued this passion for Jewish education for the next eight decades,
demonstrating the true meaning behind the Hebrew saying: l’dor va-dor, “from generation to
generation.”

Leah Zimmerman graduated from South Philadelphia High School for Girls, and
immediately went to work for Blauner’s Department Store. Times were really hard for the
Zimmerman family. It was the Depression. Leah was forced to work on Shabbat, a bitter pill for a
girl from an observant household to follow. But her family had to eat and every penny that Leah
earned went to help her family survive.

She also continued her higher education at Gratz College, and at the University of
Pennsylvania, studying teaching. It was in 1934, while attending a cousin’s bar mitzvah in
Wilmington, that she first met Rabbi Jacob Kraft. She learned that the young, good-looking,
SINGLE rabbi needed a teacher for his Hebrew school.

“Why not me?”, reasoned Leah. “I had a Jewish education and thought I would love
teaching.” Her commitment required her commuting by train and bus three afternoons and
evening per week, while continuing her education. Perhaps she saw the writing on the wall. Or
perhaps more literally, the writing on the blackboard. That is where a young Yetta Chaiken, still
dedicated to Jewish adult learning, wrote on the blackboard: “Mrs. Zimmerman likes Rabbi
Kraft”... or was it vice versa? A deep friendship sprung up between the two. Some say that
Rabbi Kraft knew the only way to keep his best Hebrew teacher was to marry her. Leah
Zimmerman became Mrs. Kraft during a modest, Depression Era wedding held in New York City
in 1938.

Mrs. Kraft educated at least three generations of Jewish Wilmingtonians – hundreds upon
hundreds of students. She was known for balancing structure and seriousness with compassion
and care. She had a genuine interest in all her students. Her passion as a Jewish educator was
still in effect well into her 80's. In fact just yesterday, on this very bima, one of Mrs. Kraft’s
students, celebrated the third anniversary of her adult bat mitzvah, and chanted her haftarah in
Mrs. Kraft’s memory. In the ancient Talmudic tradition of the strong bond students felt for their
beloved rabbis, this student arranged for shomrim to be present around the clock after Mrs.
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Kraft’s passing to recite verses from the Book of Psalms until just now, so that Mrs. Kraft should
not be left alone.

As a rebbetzen, Yiddish, for the rabbi’s wife, Mrs. Kraft had no equal. For three months
during the summer, Mrs. Kraft would bake another dessert every day and freeze it in Tasty Cake
boxes in order to host the entire Beth Shalom congregation for an Open House in her home
following Rosh Hashana services. The story goes that if anyone sneezed in Wilmington, Mrs.
Kraft would find out, and call for the next two weeks to inquire after the person’s health. One
congregant shared with me that his young children were always made to feel special by the special
way Mrs. Kraft would speak to them after Shabbat services, engaging them in conversation.

During these years of service to the synagogue, Mrs. Kraft never sought the limelight.
She preferred to be seen in the eyes of her husband and his work. Well, how did Rabbi Jacob
Kraft see his wife? We get a glimpse into his feelings in beautiful letters collected from his time as
an Army Chaplain in Europe during World War II, titled Reflections on World War II: Chaplain
Jacob Kraft’s Letters to Leah, edited by both Mrs. Kraft and Toni Young.

Monday, May 21, 1945: “When I am sort of down in the mouth and a little bit lonely,
when the yearnings for home and for the stability that is associated with it, when the longings for
you and adorable Ruth become unusually poignant (and these longings are always with me),
then I think of you in a more concentrated fashion. I sit down and communicate with you, and I
sort of feel your presence, and then these yearnings are kept in proper leash. It is as if your cool
hand had touched my heated brow.”

Mrs. Kraft was a devoted wife and mother, who created a stable home life so Rabbi Kraft
could dedicate himself so fully to the well-being of the members of Congregation Beth Shalom. It
is clear, and I speak with some authority as a rabbi and family man myself, that Rabbi Kraft would
not have been able to reach the heights of rabbinic professionalism, with more than 50 years of
service to Congregation Beth Shalom as both rabbi and rabbi emeritus, if it were not for the
behind-the-scenes work of his life partner.

As a mother, Mrs. Kraft was a wonderful role model and care giver. Her first daughter
mentioned in Rabbi Kraft’s letter, “My Ruth”, was born in 1942. Mrs. Kraft always added the
word “my” in front of the names of her daughters. So Ruth was always “My Ruth.” Ruth
embodied her mother’s wisdom and kindness...and passion for Jewish education. She is credited
with having started the prestigious Solomon Schechter Jewish Day School in Pittsburgh. When
Ruth was stricken with cancer, Mrs. Kraft, at that time 81, moved to Pittsburgh and spent the last
six months caring for her, cooking for her, and reading to her. In fact Debbie relates the story
that her mom was such a lady, that when reading books aloud and unexpected sexual words
popped up, Mrs. Kraft read those words with the same, even keel as she read the more tame
passages. Mrs. Kraft was not easily flustered.

Speaking of Debbie, “My Debbie” was born in 1948, a birthday gift from the Kraft’s to
the newly created State of Israel. Debbie said that while her sister of blessed memory was the
perfect rabbi’s daughter, she definitely was not. She remembers having her mother as her Hebrew
school teacher for kitta dalet. While her mom was describing a holiday which was clearly
Chanukah, when she asked the students what was the name of the holiday, Debbie raised her hand
and answered, “Christmas!” Mrs. Kraft, didn’t miss a beat, turned to her daughter, told her that
was a most inappropriate answer, and then went on teaching the class. Debbie says the nicest part
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of the story was that it did not have ramifications in their home life. Somehow her mom was able
to keep those two lives separate. And even though her mom was terribly busy with the Beth
Shalom Hebrew School, she could still make time to be with her, including shopping for just
about anything at the old Wilmington Dry Goods Store.

Debbie said that her mom was an extraordinary good cook. Every dinner was always
accompanied by dessert. It was a rule in Mrs. Kraft’s home. Both she and her sister were
particularly fond of her mom’s comfort foods: for Ruthie it was the mashed potatoes, for Debbie
it was her mom’s mac n’ cheese and cheese cake. Debbie also remembered her mom’s home
made gefilte fish which she made down in the basement because the smell was so strong.

Mrs. Kraft’s sister, Shirley, was quick to point out how wonderful were her sister’s
Passover seder meals, particularly the rib roast and the great kneidelach in the chicken soup.
Every year, Mrs. Kraft would prepare the seder and her parents and sister would come down form
Philadelphia to join the Kraft’s here in Wilmington.

Mrs. Kraft was also a wonderful grandmother to her four grandchildren and six great
grandchildren. Jeffrey and Daniel remembered fondly the road trips they made with their
grandmother and Debbie to Cape Cod. Mrs. Kraft would sit in the back of the car between the
two boys because Debbie didn’t want the job. Debbie remembers fondly the first time she went to
Israel with her mother on the Jewish Federation of Delaware’s Mission in 1994. Most of the
women were much younger than Mrs. Kraft but she fit right in. It was as if there were no age
divide whatsoever.

Eleanor Roosevelt is one of my all time favorite Americans. And there is much of Eleanor
in Mrs. Kraft’s life as well. Particular poignant is the fact that both women lived another 18 years
after the death of their illustrious husbands, and both women went on to do so much good after
their husbands had passed away. Both women, as it were, stepped out in front of their husband’s
shadows, making a name for themselves based on their good deeds.

I cannot begin to tell you the number of people, particularly Jewish women, who Mrs.
Kraft educated and inspired after her husband’s death in 1988. There are so many stories I could
have told you if time permitted. There are so many of you who knew Mrs. Kraft for so many
years. I would like to invite you to share these untold stories during the shiva minyanim which
we will host here at our synagogue on Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday and Thursday evenings of
this week. Every evening, prior to the final Mourner’s Kaddish, both Hazzan Horwitz or myself
will make time for you to share. For now, allow me to share one poignant story of my own. Soon
after Mrs. Kraft settled into the Kutz Home about two years ago, following my arrival as the new
rabbi in town, I went to see her. Although her short term memory had been compromised, her
long term memory was very strong. It was with delight, that we reverted to the Hebrew which
she knew so well as our language of communication, thus reinforcing in her the magnificent
Hebrew teacher she always was. What a thrill for me to hear the Hebrew language spoken with
such love and intelligence. And it was with profound sadness that I returned to the Kutz Home
last Thursday to recite the traditional Viddui prayer, including the Shema Yisrael, thus giving Mrs.
Kraft permission to continue her journey from this world to the next.

But Mrs. Kraft’s influence will continue to be felt here in Wilmington. Her memory will
live on. The Rabbi Jacob Kraft Educational Foundation, under Leah’s heartfelt guidance, has and
does so much to continue Jewish education in this city. In fact tonight at 7:30 p.m. is the last of
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the Kraft Foundation Jewish Film Festival movies for Winter 2006 at Theatre N, and we are
dedicating the program in Mrs. Kraft’s memory. On the weekend on February 10th and 11th, we
are hosting 7th generation Calcutta Jewess Rahel Musleah, as our Kraft Foundation Scholar in
Residence, to inspire us with the stories, traditions and music of the Jews of her native India.
And even earlier, in fact this very afternoon at 1:30 p.m., we will dedicate the portals of Gratz
Hebrew High School on the second floor of the Jewish Community Center to the memories of
both Rabbi Jacob and Leah Kraft, by affixing a mezzuzah on the doorpost in their name to inspire
the Jewish teenagers of Wilmington to continue their Jewish education beyond their respective bar
and bat mitzvah ceremonies.

Here at Congregation Beth Shalom, we begin our core prayer, the Amidah, by invoking
the names of our Patriarchs, Avraham, Yitzhak and Yaakov along with the names of our
Matriarchs, Sara, Rivka, Rachel and Leah. Leah. It is almost as if we are saving the best for last.
From this point forward, when we come to the name “Leah” in this sanctuary, that name will
resonate for many of us, linking the Biblical Leah with the Beth Shalom Leah...may her name be
for a blessing, and let us say: amen.


