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Ruth Schwartz
Rut bat Feivel u’Faigel

October 9, 1914 - May 29, 2006

My favorite scene in the movie, “Fiddler on the Roof,” comes as Teyve and

his wife, Golda, are preparing their family for Shabbat. As the sun is setting, they

light their candles, draw their five daughters close to them, and sing “The Sabbath

Prayer.” The song opens with a blessing for their girls: “may you be like Ruth and

like Esther.”

As we gather to say farewell to Ruth Schwartz, I can’t help but think of this

song, and how special it is to be a Ruth. Perhaps it is no coincidence that Ruth

passed away in this week when during the upcoming Shavuot holiday, Jews are

commanded to read the Book of Ruth as part of their celebration of this joyous time

when we thank God for giving us the Torah at Mount Sinai. Biblical Ruth uttered

those famous words: “ki el-asher taylchi, aylaych...Whither thou goest, I will go.

And where thou lodgest, I will lodge: Thy people shall be my people; and thy God

my God. Where thou diest will I die, and there will I be buried: the Lord do so to

me, and more also, if ought but death part thee and me.”

Not only is Ruth the most famous convert to Judaism in the history of our

people, not only is she the great grand mother of King David, and through extension
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an ancestor of the future messiah, but more simply Ruth is the best family member

and the best friend a person could eer hope to have. And in these essential qualities,

the biblical Ruth and the Ruth we have come to mourn today share so much in

common. To these qualities, we must also add hard-working. In the fields, the

biblical Ruth threw herself completely into the back-breaking work of gleaning the

corners of the fields so she and her mother-in-law would not starve. Through her

hard work and her dedication to her mother-in-law, Ruth caught the eye of Boaz,

her future husband. Our Ruth never knew an idle day in her life until her illness

overtook her. She worked well into her eighties. And through her work she made

sure that her family never starved, and through her work she made many life-long

friends.

I had the pleasure of meeting Ruth three times: twice in her home and once in

my synagogue. She struck me as being so thoughtful and sensitive to the needs of

others. She wrote out the key points to her own eulogy so this process would be as

easy as possible for me. And even in her passing she seemed to want to lessen the

burden on her family. Normally one grieves for a full seven days after the funeral in

a process called “shiva,” meaning seven. But the process is ended abruptly when a

Jewish holy day occurs. And tonight begins the Jewish holy day of Shavuot. It

goes to show you that Ruth always wanted to make things easier for other people.
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Ruth was born on October 9, 1914 to Frederick and Frances Weil of

Philadelphia. When she was 13, her family moved to Atlantic City, New Jersey,

where she attended and graduated from Atlantic City High School, class of ‘34. She

kept up with her classmates throughout the years. There is a wonderful photo of her

among her classmates at the 30th reunion at the famous 500 Club where Dean

Martin and Jerry Lewis got their start. She would attend many if not all of her class

reunions throughout the years. It gave her great pleasure to maintain those

friendships from her youth.

After high school she began working and never stopped. Her first job was at

Robinson Supply but she moved on to the Municipal Court of Atlantic City, which

would be her employer for the majority of her life.

In 1946 she went to Philadelphia to visit a friend for the weekend. During

that weekend she went to a basketball game and a dance where she met a gentleman

named Isadore Schwartz. He proposed marriage to her somewhere between the first

and second date. Ruth would be proud to tell you that she made him wait ... one or

two days. Then she said yes. The story goes that in Ruth, Isadore saw everything

he would every want in a wife, so why wait? They were married 25 years when he

passed away in January of 1971.

Isadore and Ruth’s one and only son, Michael, was born in April of 1947. I,
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too, am an only child named Michael, so at the very least I can appreciate some of

the special loving feelings Michael has for his mother. It is indeed a tribute to that

love that Michael and his wife welcome Ruth into their home and, along with other

family members, cared for her for the last one and one years of her life. You seldom

hear of children showing that type of dedication to their ailing parents in the last

years of their lives. It is something to celebrate, and if possible emulate.

Michael will be addressing you shortly about his mom. Let me simply say

that of his mother Michael said that she was ALWAYS there when he needed her,

be it as a den mother for his Boy Scout troupe, or at fund raisers for his baseball

games in Atlantic City. And you have to remember that Ruth was no stay-at-home

mom. While Michael felt his mother was always there for him, Ruth was also

holding down a full time job with the courts, ensuring there would always be food

on the table, especially when her husband was between jobs. And speaking of food

on the table, it turns out Ruth was a great cook too! Michael said that his mother’s

kasha and bow ties as well as her lockshen (noodle) kugels were particularly

wonderful – Jewish soul food.

Growing up, Michael especially appreciated how his mother and father

always made sure that their home was open to all of Michael’s friends. They

would play the music the kids liked to hear, and both Ruth and Izzy would dance
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right along side the teens. And Ruth and Izzy were so cool that the kids didn’t even

seem to mind. It was, in truth, a brilliant strategy that EVERY parent should take

note of – including myself. By turning their home into a perpetual open house for

Michael and his friends, Ruth ALWAYS knew where her son was. Think about all

the evenings when Ruth didn’t have to worry, staying up late wondering “where is

Michael.” She knew. Now THAT’S smart parenting.

Ruth also ensured that Michael had a good Jewish education and positive

Jewish identity. She ensured that he went to Hebrew School at Congregation

Rodeph Shalom in Atlantic City and culminate his studies with a Bar Mitzvah. It

must have taken root, because as an adult Michael would go on to join Temple Beth

El of Newark where he also served as a volunteer, and more recently Congregation

Beth Shalom of Wilmington, where I serve as rabbi.

Ruth also made sure that Judaism thrived in Michael’s family. Michael

married for the first time in 1972. He blessed Ruth with her first grandson, Michael

Isadore, affectionately called Izzy, named for Ruth’s late husband, the following

year. Izzy has always been a great source of comfort to his grandmother. He was

with her, along with other grandchildren, to the very end. As the oldest grandchild,

Izzy will address you with his own words in just a few minutes. Many of the other

grandchildren have important memories to share as well, so following our grave side
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service, we will eat a traditional meal of condolence at one of Ruth’s all-time

favorite Greek restaurants. We will have the backroom to ourselves and during the

Afternoon Mincha prayers, where we recite the traditional Mourner’s Kaddish, I

will ensure that the grandchildren, and special friends, have an opportunity to share

their feelings about Ruth in a more intimate setting. Aside from Izzy, Michael also

blessed Ruth with her first granddaughter, Ilana.

When Michael married again in 1986, three new grandchildren were added to

Ruth’s life: Devorah, Kathleen and A.J. The word “step” was never placed before

the word grandchildren. Although this was a blended family, Ruth love all five of

her grandchildren fully and completely. And although these grandchildren were

brought up in the Catholic faith, they would happily go to synagogue as well as

church, and even picked up some Hebrew words along the way. It was with joy

that Ruth would help prepare the annual Passover seder dinner, especially the

matzah balls and gefilte fish, and make sure that the Haggadah, the key guidebook

of the seder, was passed to each grandchild to read aloud, regardless of their

original faith, so they could share and participate in Ruth’s Jewish heritage and

tradition. Perhaps in this way, too, the Ruth we come to honor today so much

resembled her counterpart from the Bible. Remember the Ruth from the Bible

CHOSE to become Jewish. She was born not a Jew but rather a Moabite. But her
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love for the Jewish religion moved her to adopting the Jewish religion as her own.

To this day, every woman who converts to Judaism, is encouraged to recite those

words of Ruth: “your people will be my people, your God will be my God.” Ruth

Schwartz wanted all five of her grandchildren as well as:

Avram, Olivia, Grant, Trayton, Elijah, Isaiah, Taylor, Sierra, Mackenzie, Dominic,

Donovan, Trevor and Gianna

– her precious 13 great-grandchildren, to feel the love and warmth of the Jewish

religion. I hope as Ruth’s last Rabbi, to always be available to these five

grandchildren and thirteen great grandchildren as a Jewish resource person, in order

to keep Ruth’s love of Judaism alive in this family.

Aside from being a wonderful grand and great grand mother, Ruth was also a

wonderful life long friend. As mentioned earlier, she kept those friends from high

school but she kept adding to her circle of friends – first her friends at the court

where she worked and later her friends from the Senior Center. She always tried to

be supportive of her friends, she gave of herself to her friends both with her material

resources when they needed help, but most importantly, with her time, which is the

most precious resource of all.

I need to tell you that life was never, ever easy for Ruth. She was a product

of the Depression. All throughout her own life she worked and worked and worked.
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Many of her husband’s business ventures, including the butcher shop, although

well-conceived, did not succeed, leaving the burden of bringing in a steady income

to Ruth. Then her husband suffered from terrible health, and during those times of

unemployment, Ruth cared for her ailing husband and she still worked. And

somehow, she managed to save, really quite a lot of money, which is an amazing

feat considering that sometimes she was the sole provider for her family. Of course,

for any of you that knew Ruth in her last years, you know the cancer that finally

claimed her life, made every breath an effort. But you know, in the short time I

knew her, when things were really bad for her, I never heard her complain. Even as

she wrote out the story of her life for me and others to read, of her life, especially

when thinking of her five grandchildren and 13 great grandchildren, she wrote: “I

am truly blessed.”

In the way Ruth lived her life and in the way she departed this life for the

next, Ruth has been a wonderful teacher to us. She has taught us to work hard, save

what you can, do it all quietly, be a loyal friend, be a loving family member, if

somebody needs help extend them a helping hand, remember to count your blessings

-- in short, embrace and perpetuate the best Judaism has to offer. In so many ways,

Ruth’s memory will be for a blessing: zichrona l’vracha.


