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Rabbi Beals deeply regrets not being able to deliver this tribute to Esther in person. As I
speak, he is en route to his family in California, reuniting his daughters with their grandparents. If
you know nothing else about Esther, you know that she always put family first, so I think she
would have approved of Rabbi Beals’ absence this morning.

In Rabbinic commentary called Midrash, Esther was considered one of the seven greatest
women in Judaism to be honored with the title of prophet, neviah. Esther was a leader of her
people. A matriarch. Esther Weiner was well-named by her parents Ralph and Bessie, as she
embodied many of the same traits as the heroine of the same name who little girls try to emulate
every Purim. To her family she was a matriarch –she was the glue that kept the family together.

Ralph Weiner and Bessie Cerota were both born in Russia. But they made a life for
themselves in the United States, where they moved at the turn of the last century. There in New
York City and in Brooklyn, they created a family, bringing five children into the world. In order,
the children were named Beatrice, Nathan, Esther, Moe and Bryna. Esther was the last of her
generation, on both the Weiner and Aerensen lines and so her passing represents a significant
moment in the lives of these two families. Now leadership and responsibility for Jewish continuity
has shifted to the next generation, but Esther, through example, has prepared her children for their
special responsibilities.

Esther was born on December 18, 1909, in Brooklyn, New York. She was raised in a
Conservative Jewish home in Philadelphia. Her father made his livelihood as a salesman, but the
family was poor. Esther finished high school and contributed to her family’s well being by
working as a salesgirl at Snellenberg’s – the Strawbridge’s of her day.

She met William Weiner, a Wilmington native, at a shul dance in Philadelphia. The year
was 1930 and Esther was 21. She was a beautiful young woman, a brunette with deep brown
eyes and an angelic expression on her face. Their courtship included letters, phone calls (Esther
would have to go to a neighbor’s home to receive the calls as there was no phone in her house),
and gifts from William, including a fancy vanity set. William knew what he liked, he was a
dynamo. They were married at the Uhr Hotel in Philadelphia, on June 29, 1930 – not even a year
after they first met! I guess William figured when you meet Queen Esther there is no need to look
any further.

As I said, William was a dynamo. He had already bought their first home, and so from the
huppah, the wedding canopy, Esther and William moved into their first home at 2515 Washington
St. The housee was chosen, in part, for its close proximity to Congregation Beth Shalom. They
joined the synagogue the same year Rabbi Jacob and Leah Kraft came to Wilmington, and Rabbi
Kraft practically raised both the Weiner and the Aerensen families. Both families are four-
generation Beth Shalom members.

Together, William and Esther brought two lovely children into the world: Norman in 1933
and Phyllis in 1938. Norman said that Esther was an “excellent mother.” Even on her death bed



she was concerned if Norman was dressed warm enough. Phyllis said her mom was a “great role
model”. Growing up, Norman loved his mother’s brisket. Phyllis was particularly partial to her
mom’s sponge cake. They remember their mother making all the Jewish holidays in their home.
There was such a throng of mishpucha, that often Norman and Phyllis ended up on the floor at
night to accommodate all the visiting family members – on the Weiner and Aerensen sides of the
family. And in time Phyllis would continue this rich tradition of family holiday gatherings in her
own home.

Growing up, Phyllis remembered her mother’s sechel, common sense. When she was
dating Buddy, he invited her to come down to Florida to meet his folks. Esther advised her
daughter, “you don’t go down to Florida to meet a boy’s parents unless there is something
definite.” Phyllis passed on this hochma to Buddy. Buddy responded favorably. On the plane
ride down to Florida, Buddy presented Phyllis with a ring, and the rest is, well, history!

Phyllis and Buddy brought Robert and Andy into the world. And together, with their
lovely spouses Annette and Jane, Esther was blessed with four great-grandchildren: Whitney,
who Esther called “Poccahantes”, Jackie, who Esther called “my blue-eyed beauty”, and Caleb
and Traves, who Esther would shower with Bingo Quarters from the Kutz Home, during their
visits to her.

Norman was even more prodigious, blessing his mother with five grandchildren: Linda,
Michael, Steven, Molly and Ross, and together with their spouses, Frank, Colleen, Eleanor and
Kevin, blessed Esther with eight great-grandchildren: Frank, Samantha, Stacey, Evan, Adam,
Grant, Macy and Hannah. In total: Esther’s two children blessed her with nine grandchildren and
12 great-grandchildren. In every way Esther was a matriarch of truly biblical stature. She greeted
all of her grand children and great-grandchildren with open arms, and was always happy to see
them.

Around her wrist, Phyllis wears a bracelet which says: “He who serves humanity serves
God. He who serves Devorah serves both.” Devorah is a philanthropic organization that serves
the needs of a wonderful Jewish hospital in northern New Jersey which began serving the needs of
t.b. patients and now specializes in heart issues. As a Jewish leader, Esther served as President of
the Wilmington chapter of Devorah – a position which gave Esther great pride. The Wilmington
chapter recently honored Esther. Esther was also a wonderful contributor in Hadassah and at
Beth Shalom, where she helped put up the shul sukkah.

She lived a full life. Even after her dear William passed in 1973, after 43 years of
marriage, she still managed to fill the next 32 years with travel, friends, and happy memories.
Esther was a good friend. Just the other day, Pearl Kristol, one of her best friends, and 93 herself,
kinnahora, called to express her love for Esther. For the last 30 years, first in Miami and then in
Pompano Beach, Esther made a new life for herself among her Florida friends. Esther loved to
travel, be it with William, or with her friends. She visited Israel three times in her life, and loved
her cruises.

Esther will be remembered for her common sense, for her love of conversation – oh how
she loved to reminisce, for her positive personality – and most importantly, for her love of family.
Finally, Esther loved to laugh – “blame it on my warped sense of humor,” she would say. She
will be remembered for a blessing -- a wonderful daughter, sister, wife, mother, grandmother and
great-grandmother. Every time we laugh we will think of you, Esther, with a smile.
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