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Rabbi Michael S. Beals March 12, 2010
Edis Sherby Livingston

Elisheva bat Leib v’Rivka
January 12, 1921 – March 9, 2010

“Take from among you gifts to the Lord,, everyone whose heart so moves

them shall bring – gold, silver, copper, blue, purple, and crimson yarns, fine linen,

and goats’ hair; tanned dolphin skins, and acacia wood, oil for lighting, spices for

the anointing oil and for the aromatic incense; lapis lazuli and other stones for

setting, for the ephod and the breastplate.” (Exodus 35:5-9) Jews all around the

world this week, the week of Edis Livingston’s passing, are reading these detailed

descriptions of how the Israelite people created a community, Vayahkel, by

bringing such a wide variety of free-given gifts to create the Tabernacle, the first

place in recorded history where people created a worship space to pray to One

God.

Potato kugel, brisket, prakas – stuffed peppers, mushrooms in pastry with

wine sauce, blintzes, potatoes, lasagna – with cheese and without, spaghetti and

meatballs with tomato sauce and without, fried fish, fried chicken, fried anything,

chops, fish balls, little bite-size cheese cakes, spinach ricotta balls, the best

chocolate cake EVER!, and everything elegantly presented – this text does not

come for the Torah nor does it describe the creation of the biblical Tabernacle.
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This wide variety of culinary wonderment comes from the Book of Edis, and in her

hosting and cooking, like this week’s Torah portion, Edis, too created community,

and in this way she did not build a Tabernacle, rather through the freely given

gifts from her kitchen and from her heart, Edis Livingston built a life and

expressed her love.

Edis was born on January 12, 1921 to Lou and Rose Sherby. Edis’ father had

come over by boat from Russia and her mother was born in Philadelphia, but for

all extents and purposes, the Sherby’s were life-long Wilmingtonians, and their

two beautiful daughters were life-long members of Congregation Beth Shalom.

Lewis and Rose’s first daughter, born in 1914, was Sara Sherby Berman. I

had the honor of officiating at Sara’s funeral in September 2007, right around

High Holy Days, which was appropriate as for more than 30 years Sara had

provided the organ music for High Holy Days at this synagogue. It was with the

help of her children in the preparation of their mother’s eulogy that I became

aware of just how close Sara and Edis were. They never lived more than a stone’s

throw from each other, be it in their childhood home at 4th and Poplar in the old

Jewish neighborhood, in adulthood at 513 and 512 W. 35th Street, later in Green

Acres, still later at the B’nai Brith House and the Presidential Towers on Society
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Drive, or finally down the corridor at the Kutz Home. And yet, as close as they

were, they could not have been more different in temperament and talent. Sara

was the pianist, she was the front man, if you will, she entertained, but it was Edis

who invited you to the event where Sara was playing and made sure you had

plenty of delectable food to eat and that your cup was never empty. If they had

been a vaudeville act, Sara would have been the artiste and Edis would have been

her manager and booked the train tickets from one venue to the next. What they

had for 86 years together, was a symbiotic relationship and this love glued not

only Sara and Edis, but also their children, Ronnie, Linda and Marsha along with

Bobbi, Victor and Sharon. It was unclear where the Berman home ended and

where the Livingston home began – and the first cousins were equally at home in

their own house or their aunt’s across the street.

Edis, born in 1921, was the second of the two daughters born to Lou and

Rose. Edis attended Sortilege Elementary School near the corner of Baynard and

Concord, then like most Jews she attended PS Dupont High School, and then she

was on to Goldie Beacom to learn secretary skills. The year would have been

1939 when Edis graduated high school. The full impact of the Great Depression

was still being felt and there was no money in the Sherby family for Edis to attend
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college but she had the aptitude and the drive and her real ambition was to get a

degree in education and become a teacher. You will see, that in later life, even

without going to college, Edis made her dream come true.

Although the Sherby’s were poor, Edis’ mother Rose was known as the

person on the block who fed you, heck, Rose Sherby fed EVERYONE. As an adult,

Edis was a constant champion of the underdog, she was the most liberal of liberal

Democrats, she basically thought rich people were evil, and she was very feisty in

the expression of her views. And it is quite possible that Edis learned these values

in her mother’s kitchen, in the way her mother Rose always, to quote the passage

from Ayshet Hayil – A Woman of Valor, yadeha shicha vakeeshor, extended her

hand to the poor. And like her mother Rose, Edis always expressed her love for

others through cooking.

It was in 1944, towards the end of the war, that Edis met Serviceman

George Joseph Livingston. The Jewish Y, at 4th and French, was known for its

dances, especially for Jewish servicemen during the War. The local Jewish talent

in Wilmington at the time included, of course Sara Sherby on piano, and Edis

Sherby, the most accomplished of hostesses. George, a nice Jewish boy from

Brooklyn, was stationed at an Army Base in South Jersey, and Wilmington’s Jewish
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Y was where the nice Jewish boys from Brooklyn would have gone for kosher

entertainment, the type of entertainment they could write home about. Edis

was, petite, thin, with sandy brown closer to blonde, and those blue eyes – well

how could George resist? He fell madly in love. By the way, you can catch a

glimpse of those amazing blue eyes in Edis’ grandchildren Julie and especially Jon.

Linda Mand, sister Sara’s middle child, remembers her Auntie Edis nuzzling up to

George on 35th Street, just prior to their wedding. And Linda proudly will share

with you that she served as a flower girl at her Aunt Edis’ wedding and always

loved her and felt at home with her, quite literally, as Linda spent as much time in

her Aunt Edis’ home as she did in her own. I enjoyed seeing how close Linda and

her first cousins, Bobbi and Sharon were, during their recent visit in my study to

talk about Edis’ life. And it was Linda, who quickly called her sister-in-law, Shelly,

who immediately called me, when it looked like her Aunt Edis was ready to pass.

Because of both Linda and Shelly’s loving and responsible behavior, I was able to

recite the Viddui for Edis, and for the first time in my career, Edis actually passed

away in my arms as I finished the recitation of this ancient prayer. She heard me

say the Shema Yisrael, the acknowledgement of our Loving God, before she left

this world to join that Loving God, as well as her loving sister.
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Roberta, but everyone calls her Bobbi, was the first child born to Edis, back

in 1946. Bobbi remembers putting ketchup on everything her mother cooked, not

that her mother’s cooking needed it. Bobbi said everything was scrumptious in

her mother’s home growing up. Bobbi also remembers her mother being rather

hovering and she would look with jealousy on how relaxed her mother became by

the time her baby sister came along. During her childhood, and really all the way

up to about 10th grade, Edis did not work during Bobbi’s childhood. And when in

the 10th grade, Edis did work, it was to be by her husband, George’s side at

Sherby’s Liquor Store, Delaware Most Complete Liquor Store, over at 4th and

Poplar, where the Sherby girls had first lived. All three of Edis’ children will attest

that their mother was always there for them. For Bobbi that meant her mother

being a devoted room mother at Harlan Elementary, and a wonderful shlepper,

be it for Hebrew School at Congregation Beth Shalom, to Joyce Potter for ballet

lessons with Aunt Sara on the piano (of course) as accompaniest, and later, in

1963, in the pouring rain to check out a college in Pittsburgh.

Bobbi and her husband, Rob, would later bless Edis with three

grandchildren, Ben, Robin and Jon. Edis was MomMom to them, and to all of her

grandchildren. While Edis may have been a little reserved in expressing love to
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her children, well at least to her daughters – she thought too much praise led to a

swelled head, she totally took off the gloves when it came to her grandchildren,

whom she adored. And the feeling was mutual. Every time Robin had to leave

her MomMom to go back to St. Louis, she would literally get sick to her stomach,

so strong was her love for Edis. Ben, the first grandson, adored his MomMom’s

blintzes, obviously a boy of impeccable taste. And all the grandchildren loved

exploring her home. Bobbi said after she moved away to New York in 1977, her

mother was the only person with whom she would feel comfortable leaving her

children. Edis was a very “hands-on” MomMom. As a parent with two young girls

of my own, with my and my wife’s immediate family 3000 miles away in

California, I know just how valuable it is to have a “hands-on” MomMom. Edis

was invaluable. Bobbi also remembers her mother being like the Duracell Bunny.

Edis ALWAYS worked and she never ran out of steam. Edis could not understand

someone saying they were “too tired.” The Torah portion, in all the details for

creating the Tabernacle, first commands the Children of Israel to rest on the

Sabbath day, nor matter how important the work was. Rest, rest? Edis couldn’t

possibly imagine resting. How could God possibly command a Day of Rest when

there was so much to be done!
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Victor, born in 1950, was Edis’ only son, and the apple of her eye. In his

youth, Victor was a gifted musician, and Edis recognized his gift. She would drive

him all the way to Hockessin for his guitar lessons. And in high school when Victor

played in the rock band, Nino and the Stairways, Edis actually let the band

rehearse down in her basement. But that’s not all. Edis actually went to all of her

son, Victor’s gigs, from the JCC to the Pool Parties. It is one thing to tolerate a

son’s rock ‘n roll music, it is quite another thing to become you son’s number one

groupie. And Victor always gave his mother plenty to be proud about, from his

music, and perhaps he reminded her a little of her own sister, Sara, another

musical genius, to his being awarded a full scholarship to the prestigious Columbia

School of Journalism. In fact, fulfilling dreams for higher education she was never

able to fulfill for herself, Edis would tell you proudly that all three of her kids went

on to university. Bobbi and Sharon loved their mother, but both daughters would

tell you that their mother’s love for their brother, Victor, was extra special and

that their mother was Victor’s biggest fan and champion.

Later Victor and his wife, Sue, would bless Edis with two wonderful

granddaughters, Laruen and Rachel. Both girls loved the same food mentioned

earlier. They also appreciated their MomMom’s support and attention as they
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pursued their own passions in childhood. MomMom was always there rooting

Lauren on at her ice skating performances and she was always cheering on Rachel

at her ballet recitals.

Sharon was the last of Edis’ children, born in 1955. She was a picky eater.

Sharon liked her mom’s lasagna, she just didn’t like it with the cheese, so when

Edis decided lasagna was on the menu that night she made two versions, one for

her husband, Bobbi and Victor … and another one for Sharon. Or when it came to

the spaghetti with tomato sauce, Sharon liked the spaghetti but she did not like

the tomato sauce, so Edis made a special version with butter instead, just for

Sharon. And Sharon told me that this type of accommodation says yarns about

what type of mother Edis was to her.

Now by the time Sharon was a child, Edis was already working as the

Assistant to the Director of Health and Human Services for the State of Delaware.

And yet despite her very important job, which she was very good at, Edis would

still take time off of work to accompany Sharon on class field trips. Not only did

Edis take time off for the official field trips, but also for special one-on-one field

trips to the Lolly Pop Concerts at the Hotel, to plays at Arden, a day trip to New

Hope, or to Hagley or to Longwood or to wherever an educational experience was
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available. And Sharon looks fondly back at her mother-daughter bonding time

watching the “Carol Burnett Show” together. Fondly Sharon remembers the

spread her mother made for her Confirmation Party from Congregation Beth

Shalom – the fish cakes, the little cheese cakes, it was such a spread, and so

beautifully set out.

Sharon married John France who is a lovely man and not a member of our

faith. I share this with you because despite Edis and her family’s very long ties to

this synagogue and the Jewish faith, Edis, who could have made John’s entrance

into this very Jewish family very unpleasant, instead welcomed and continued to

welcome John with open arms, lovingly. Together, Sharon and John blessed Edis

with three grandchildren, Rob, Michael and Julie. When Sharon and John

divorced, and Sharon needed to go back to work, Edis was always there at the

drop of a hat to lend a helping hand.

Granddaughter Julie shared with me that when her MomMom came over

to watch her when she was sick, she would not tolerate her vegging in front of the

television, which frankly would be my style of parenting in similar circumstances.

Even in sickness, educational moments were not to be missed. So Julie

remembers her MomMom reading to her when she was sick, or playing Junior
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Monopoly with her, or tutoring her, but MomMom always engaged her

intellectually. In her retirement, Edis would share her love tutoring with many

children, through the Literacy Program, volunteering time at Lancashire

Elementary School, as well as our own Jewish community’s Albert Einstein

Academy.

In her later years of marriage, Sharon tells me that she and her mom were

best friends. They did everything together, from food shopping at the AMP in

Brandmar Shopping Center and the Deli next door, to taking in dinner at the good

Chinese Restaurant in Fairfax. George first became sick in 1980, and really from

1980 through his death in 1993 at the age of 73, Edis was not only George’s best

friend, she was also his 24/7 nurse. Her devotion to his health needs was a

profound expression of her love for him.

From 1963, working through the earlier parts of George’s illness, until her

retirement in 1986, Edis worked for the State of Delaware, as already mentioned,

first for the Department of Speech and Hearing and later she was promoted to

the very important position of Assistant to the Director of Health of Health and

Human Resources. She was as impressive in the work world as she was in the

care of her family and friends. As her own memory loss increased, she moved
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first, in 2002 to the Assisted Living Section of Forward Manor and in 2006, to be

close to her sister, Sara, she moved to the Kutz Home.

Her values were clear. Like the ancient Israelites in this week’s Torah

portion, she was a giver. She gave of her time, her care and her cooking. She was

always there for you and she taught her daughters how to become good mothers

by her example – basically, there is nothing you won’ t do for your kids. May both

the Torah portion and Edis’ life, which both share so much in common, teach us,

through example, to be more generous with our own time and talents, zichrona

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


