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Sissy Berlin’s Eulogy

During yesterday’s Shabbat services, we took out the Torah with the name Al Berlin

written on gold letters on the lovely plush velvet cover for the scroll. During the reading of the

Yarhtzeit list at the end of services, we included not only Sissy’s name for special recognition and

the announcement of this afternoon’s service, we also listed the name of Sissy’s dear friend, Bea

Twer. Somebody later commented that they could picture Bea and Sissy having an envelope

stuffing party up in heaven as they produced the newsletter for the Almighty.

Yesterday, the Torah portion, Nitzavim, opened up with these words: “Atem nitzavim

ha-yom KULCHEM lifnay Adonai Elohaychem...You stand this day, ALL OF YOU, before the

Lord your God–your tribal heads, your elders and your officials, all the men of Israel, your

children, your wives, even the stranger within your camp, from the woodchopper to water

drawer.” If Sissy were at that gathering , she would have known everyone's name, including their

correct spelling, and would have greeted them.

Being new to the community, I felt it wise to consult with a variety of people in the

community about their impressions of Sissy. From Temple Beth Emeth's Rabbi Peter Grumbacher

to Beth Shalom’s hardworking custodian and go-to guy, Charles, the opinion was the same: she

treated everyone, from Rabbi to Custodian, from Prince to Woodchopper, with respect, dignity

and kindness. It is as if yesterday’s Torah portion was written especially with our dear Sissy in

mind. I am blessed, that I too, got to know her during my multiple visits and phone calls to her

room at Forward Manor. From the moment I first walked in that room, she made me feel like a



prince. I came to make her feel good, fulfilling the mitzvah of “birkur holim.” But Sissy turned

my intentions on their head and instead, made me feel good. I was told later, “well, that’s Sissy.”

Sissy was born to David and Rose Silver of Philadelphia in 1920. She was the middle

child. She had an older brother named Leonard and a younger brother named Alvin. With Sissy’s

passing, all the siblings have now been reunited in heaven. It is thanks to Alvin that Sissy got her

name. She was officially named “Edith.” But Alvin could not pronounce her name. So he called

her “Sis.” In time that named was morphed into Sissy. As Sissy never liked her given name, she

embraced her brother’s name-change for life! The name works in Hebrew as well. There is a

wonderful Israeli song whose text was found in yesterday’s Haftorah, in the words of the prophet

Isaiah. The song is called “Sisu Et Yerushalayim”, or “Jerusalem Rejoice!” So Sissy’s name in

Hebrew can loosely be translated as “my source of rejoicing”, or simply, “my joy”. She was

well-named by Alvin, both in English, and it turns out, in Hebrew. For many, she was like a

sister, and she did bring joy to many.

Sissy attended the Philadelphia public school system and was a graduate from West

Philadelphia High School. She then went to work for an uncle who owned a dental supply

business for the next five or six years. In 1942 she met Al Berlin. It was a fix-up date by one of

Al’s cousins. Now you need to know that Sissy’s mother, Rose, made wonderful hotdogs. Al

loved hotdogs. Sissy is pretty sure it was her mother’s hotdogs that won Al over. During their

courting, Al wasn’t one for taking Sissy out to the movies. Rather, the two of them loved to

dance. So they spent their evenings together swinging to the music of big bands in the dance

clubs of Philadelphia. They were married on President’s Day weekend, February 19, 1944, in

Philadelphia. We know it was President’s Day Weekend because Al was a hardworking school

teacher, employed at Bayward Jr. High School in Wilmington. He wouldn’t have wanted to miss



any time off work, so he planned the simcha for a three-day weekend. They were married for 54

years.

It was Al’s work that got Sissy, this native of Philadelphia, to move south to Wilmington.

Sissy lived in that same house for 60 years, at 810 W. 22nd Street. Al's parents had purchased it

from Rabbi and Mrs. Kraft. It is indeed ironic, that much later in life, both Mrs. Kraft and Sissy

would be neighbors at Forward Manor. It is also ironic, or perhaps bershert, that with the help of

our thoughtful Hazzan, Michael Horwitz, that Mrs. Kraft and Sissy were the first two

congregants I visited: one at the Kutz Home, the other at Forward Manor. And it is no irony that

in her retirement, Sissy was a strong supporter of the Kutz Home, attending and gathering her

friends to attend the Kutz Home Donor Luncheon every year.

Sissy was a wonderful mother. David was born in August 1945 and Mark was born eight

years later in February 1953. David remarked that he attributes the birth spacing to Al’s

calculation of how long it would take to put one child through college before turning around and

putting the second child through. But Al’s fiscal prowess is not the subject of this eulogy...or

maybe it is. The two boys knew that if they wanted something bought, their father, Al, was not

the guy to go to. Rather, they would go to their mother, Sissy, the warm, compassionate of the

two, and use mom as a buffer to get what they needed from Dad. But the boys will acknowledge

that both mom and dad worried and cared about them equally.

Sissy was very supportive of her boys. Although it is David who is the Athletics Director,

in youth Mark was the athlete. Sissy would dutifully attend his little league games even if she

didn’t know what was going on. She assumed that the pitcher and the batter were working

together so she couldn’t understand why the crowd would cheer every time the batter missed the

ball.



Sissy’s cooking, particularly her baking was amazing. At Rosh Hashana, one would

expect to taste her brisket and her delicious potato kugel. But best of all would be one of her

home-made desserts. She was a chocoholic and loved to use chocolate in her recipes. Her

sourcream cake with cinnamon sprinkle topping was particularly good. All of her cakes were

stupendous. I know that she would have thrived in Beth Shalom’s recently reinvigorated Kitchen

Club. She also put her baking skills at the service of her boys’ PTA during their early education.

Sissy was also dedicated to her boys’ Jewish education. Both David and Mark had their bar

mitzvahs at Beth Shalom, and David was married at Beth Shalom. Rabbi Kraft performed both

boys’ bar mitzvahs, and co-officiated at the wedding.

But perhaps what Sissy will be best remembered for is her 31 years of wonderful service at

Beth Shalom, from 1959-1990. She was part of a wonderful quartet, whose players over the

years included Nina Roffman, Hilda Coder, Frances Stein, and Bea Twer. These ladies were

friends both at work and away from work. Sissy managed the donations of our active 800 family

synagogue with precision, NEVER getting a name wrong. She really got to know the

congregants, and their children, and their children’s children. She took real joy in all their

simchas. She cared so much about them. Sissy was also the Voice of Beth Shalom. She is the

person you would hear if you phoned the shul. No wonder the shul thrived under her years of

service. She got things done right away and was a model of excellence. I was told when I first

came to Beth Shalom that Sissy Berlin was one of the greats of the synagogue. Sissy was also

known as a stunning dresser. One congregant told me that Sissy set the standard for fashion in

Wilmington, well at least at Beth Shalom. She was meticulous both in her work and in the way

she presented herself.

In her retirement, she joined forces with her friends Ruth Kolder, Hilda Coder and Frances



Kirschner in organizing the court records for the City of Wilmington. They would have a

wonderful time at the court, mixing socializing with public service for the good of their

community.

Her later years were blessed with grandchildren and great-grandchildren. She was called

either “Mom-Mom”, or “Mom-Mom Tissy”. David and his wife Robin blessed Sissy with Brian

and Bari. Brian, in turn, has blessed Sissy with two great grandchildren, Justin and Molly. Mark

and his wife Lynn, who I met at Forward Manor, has blessed Sissy with grandchildren Michael,

Daniel and Jeffrey. They will all remember Sissy for being loving, caring, and for the girls, very

generous with buying dresses for them...Sissy was always consistent. If she was going to be a

great dresser, so would her grand and great granddaughters!

Sissy never learned how to drive. But that did not stop her. She was always a lady on the

go! She was not one to sit still, not even in old age, not even when she was ill. So it will come of

no surprise when she recently made the difficult decision to take herself off dialysis. She was not

just going to sit by and wait in a room. Even in death, Sissy embraced life, and chose to remain

active and alert to the very end. And that is exactly how we will remember her. Yesterday, the

Torah portion, Nitzavim, ended with the Divine command, “becharta b’hayim”, choose life! And

Sissy throughout her 84 years on this earth, constantly chose life, and we are all the better for it.

May her memory be for a blessing!
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