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Spines of Steel, Hearts of Gold 
Farewell to Jonas and Ruth Weiser 

 
I do not, for a moment, take for granted what a privilege it is to be able to represent our Kehillah in 
wishing the fondest of farewells this Shabbat to individuals who have been associated with The Jewish 
Center of Teaneck for over sixty years.  Sixty years.  The very first word of this week’s sedra is Re’eh, to 
see, and one can scarcely imagine just how much Jonas and Ruth have seen transpire in this sacred 
space during this time, and how much they have seen of the world’s many changes.  
 
Indeed, as some of you have probably noticed, President Eisenhower is no longer in office, but Jonas 
and Ruth are still here with us.  And what a blessing it is for us, and what a blessing it has been for this 
community.   
 
I want to thank all of those who contributed towards the special kiddush we will have after davening 
concludes, and we have the opportunity of hearing a few words from Jonas.  The length of the list 
reflects the degree to which Jonas and Ruth are respected and beloved as members of our community. 
We should bear in mind, however, that if those who are no longer here with us, but have gone on to 
their eternal reward, could have sponsored as well, we would have literally needed a second bulletin. 
 
Spines of Steel 
The opening of this week’s sedra presents a clear choice.  The Almighty presents before the Jewish 
people, in Moshe’s voice, two choices, the path of blessing, and the path of, God forbid, curses.  The 
blessing is associated with listening to the word of God, while the curses are associated with failing to 
heed God’s voice, and going astray.  
 
And yet, we might suggest this morning, in reflecting on Jonas and Ruth, a different, admittedly 
homiletical interpretation of the verse.  ראה אנכי נותן לפניכם היום ברכה וקללה, see, I place before you 
today both blessings and curses.  As we know, life is filled with moments of unsurpassed joy, but 
equally, moments of sorrow, of loss and tragedy.  Jonas and Ruth have known both, but they are living 
embodiments of the rabbinic dictum, כשם שמברכים על הטובה כך מברכים על הרעה, that we do not 
run from loss or suffering, but we do our very best to accept the tragedies of life, and to rebuild.  Jonas 
and Ruth, in their very union, which took place in this very building, are a testament to that stoic 
ethic, that unyielding resolve, that capacity to move forward, to build anew. 
 
It is a lesson which I believe was learned at the earliest of ages.  Just a few years ago, when Jonas was 
five, a road accident left him in a coma for months.  He awoke to the sight of his grandfather saying 
Tehillim.  It would seem that those prayers found favor in the eyes of the Lord, as that five year old is 
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now a great-grandfather many times over, who never forgot how fragile life is, and how grateful we 
must be. 
   
And, in recent years, with various challenges of health, for Jonas, and for Ruth, their attitude has been 
much the same.  Never a complaint, never a lament, never a regret, but a steely resolve to achieve all 
that can be achieved, to make the most of the blessing and opportunity that is life.   
 
 
Hearts of Gold  
In life, oftentimes, it is precisely those individuals who have the steeliest spines, who demand the most 
of themselves, who cannot tolerate weakness in others.  But, here too, Jonas and Ruth distinguish 
themselves. 
 
In this week’s parshah, the Torah gives perhaps its fullest treatment of that most rarified of mitzvot, 
the mitzvah of Tzedakah, כי יהיה בך אביון.  The Torah mandates that we respond generously, 
especially within our national fraternity, but it does something much more than that- it speaks to the 
true fulfillment of tzedakah, which is not merely in the sum total transferred, but in the stirrings of the 
heart.  The Torah warns us לא תאמץ את לבבך ולא תקפץ את ידך לאחיך האביון, that which will lead to 
 closing off one’s heart.  Likewise, when the Torah warns us against ,אימוץ הלב is actually קפיצת יד
failing to give a loan for fear of being repaid, it addresses itself not to our wallets, but to our hearts, 
 what causes the eye ,השמר לך פן יהיה דבר עם לבבך בליעל לאמר...ורעה עינך באחיך האביון ולא תתן לו
to grow jaundiced, ורעה עינך, is that the heart did not feel the pain and suffering of the fellow Jew. 
 
I’ll never forget a call I received from Jonas and Ruth about nine months ago.  They were in Florida, 
and a beloved member of our congregation was ailing. Things were not getting better.  Unfortunately, 
things did not get better.  Jonas and Ruth called, they knew I had visited, they wanted to know how 
things were.  It was hard for me.  I had to be honest, but I didn’t want to hurt them.  I could hear in 
their voices how deeply they cared.  Without a doubt, they have spines of steel, but they also have 
hearts of pure gold.   
 
Their greatest pride has been their family, the children, grandchildren, great-grandchildren, all over the 
world, and were so honored to have representatives of the family here with us today, but it is a 
kindness that is extended toward the entire community.  It is equally an awareness of the past, with 
Jonas, in his own inimitable way, as all the members of the daily minyan will attest, marking each and 
every yahrzeit, an uncle, a great-uncle.   
 
I quietly marvel at how Ruth’s face is never without a smile, and how, time and again, including this 
very week, literally, this week, knowing that they are moving to Florida, Jonas is fulfilling the mandate 
given to us by R. Yochanan b. Zakkai of always being the first to greet another person, welcoming a 
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new face to minyan, and becoming, in the most authentic way, a friend.  Half a century, or more, of 
difference in age simply melts away with that kind of warmth. 
 
 
 
New Beginnings 
As we mark Rosh Chodesh today, we are reminded of our Sages’ teaching, נמשלה ישראל ללבנה, we 
are a people that has been compared to the moon, a people that has understood the moon, that has 
internalized its celestial message of waxing and waning.  There are endings, but they are, at the very 
same moment, new beginnings.  And so, to the outsider, it may seem paradoxical, but here we are, the 
very final day of Av, and yet, it is Rosh Chodesh Elul, it is also a new beginning.  And thus, even as we 
close the book, and what a magnificent book it was, of six decades at The Jewish Center, a new chapter 
opens for Jonas and Ruth. 
 
On Thursday, in the quiet of their apartment which they have spent the last number of months 
packing, I had the privilege of presenting, on behalf of the community, Jonas and Ruth with a silver 
honey server in the shape of the apple.  We wished to communicate our blessing that Jonas and Ruth 
should celebrate many more new years together, and sweet years, very much in the spirit of that 
famous acronym of Elul, אני לדודי ודודי לי, I am for my beloved, and my beloved is for me.  I asked that 
Jonas and Ruth would think of us on every Rosh HaShanah, and the years they spent here. 
 
And then Jonas told me, it was his minhag, only for the last forty years, to use honey every single week 
on Shabbat, and so he would think of us much more often than we had asked, not once a year, but 
every single week.  And, to me at least, that seemed fitting, for, Jonas and Ruth, we will constantly be 
thinking of you.   
 
 .may the Almighty bless your departure from here, and your arrival in Florida ,ה׳ ישמור צאתך ובואך
We will look forward to hearing from you, and of you, for many years to come. 
 
Farewell, dearest of friends.   
 
 
   
 


