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"She did not know a stranger" 

  

Susan Ellis Waskow was born in Syracuse, NY, but grew up in 

Sewanee, Tennessee, where her father Eric was a physics 

professor at The University of the South. The university's motto is 

"Ecce quam bonum et quam iucundum habitare fratres in unum," 

which is Latin for "Hinei mah tov u'mah na'im shevet achim gam 

yachad." I don’t know whether or not Susan knew that, but it’s 

awfully fitting. 

 She was the second of four children. Her older brother, Richard 

was a year older, and her younger siblings, Ralph and Beatrice, 

were born five and nine years, respectively, after Susan. 

 Susan had a strong sense of right and wrong. She was fiercely 

protective of her brother Richard, who had cerebral palsy, fighting 

off bullies and talking back to teachers on his behalf.  

Her advocacy for Richard continued for his whole life. She joined 

the board of the Adult Activity Center where Richard lived, flying 

down to Tennessee every other month for board meetings. She 

may or may not have also engaged in some light espionage to cut 

through bureaucratic red tape relating to Richard’s care. Who can 

say? 
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 In 1977, when Susan was sixteen years old, her father had a 

massive heart attack - his second - which required a long recovery 

at Vanderbilt Hospital in Nashville, a more than two hour drive 

from Sewanee. While Eric was recovering, her mother Barbara 

stayed nearby, in Nashville, leaving Susan as the primary 

caregiver to her three siblings, aged 17, 12, and 7. Having taken 

on the role of nurturer, she was reluctant to give it up. In fact, she 

would continue to occupy that role not only for her siblings, but 

for most everybody else she encountered. 

 After college, Susan moved to Alaska to work for the Alaska 

Repertory as a costumer. It was there that she met Darryl, who 

ran the scene shop. They were co-workers and friends for six 

months before they started dating - but they later found out that 

everybody assumed they were already together. They joked that 

they were the inspiration for the Bonnie Raitt song, "Something to 

Talk About." They spent a summer working the Oregon 

Shakespeare Festival, a year in Coconut Grove, FL. Eventually, 

they moved to Princeton, where Darryl's parents had relocated 

from Yardley, PA, getting jobs at the McCarter. 

Susan and Darryl were a good match. Darryl said that, in spite of 

the challenges of this past year, “Susan and I liked being locked up 

together.” They’d spend their work days sitting across the table 

from each other. He said, “I’d get stuck on something and more 
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often than not Susan would know better than the help desk on 

how to fix it and proceed.” 

Susan was a lifelong learner. She loved better understanding 

things about the world. She had a deep appreciation for nature 

and the outdoors. She learned to identify birds and trees, and 

loved to keep up with astronomical events. In the summer of 

2017, she flew to Kansas City - not to visit her sister Bea's family - 

at least, not primarily - but because she knew it would be a great 

spot from which to watch the solar eclipse.  

They watched the eclipse from a farm. They grabbed a spot near 

the chickens, and Susan theorized with her young nephews, Ben 

and Eric, about whether the roosters would be confused by the 

eclipse. Sure enough, when the sun went out, the roosters 

returned to the coop, emerging after the eclipse to crow at the 

"new day." Susan was thrilled. 

Susan came to nearly every program the synagogue had to offer. 

She always came to Torah study and engaged in the discussion. 

She loved learning something new – my favorite phrase of hers 

was, “wow, that is so totally awesome.” 

She loved to read. She preferred fiction - she wanted good writing 

and interesting characters. She loved stories. She had a fondness 

for fantasy, sci fi, and adventure. She liked stories where the good 
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guys win. Darryl said, “we were a good match.  I’d read something 

non-fiction, she’d read a fantasy or a Carl Hiassen book.  We’d tell 

each other about what we read, and both think to ourselves good 

to know, now I won’t have to read that.” 

She would often stop into her neighborhood bookstore, The Bear 

and the Books, to chat with Bobbie, the owner. Before she left, she 

would always buy a book to read. No matter that it was a 

children's bookstore - she liked to support local businesses. As 

Harry said, she was "keeping downtown Hopewell afloat." 

She wasn’t adept at everything. Her family describe her as "an 

indifferent cook." She never went to the grocery store with a list or 

a plan - she would get what caught her eye, then bring it all home 

and figure out what to cook based on what she had. For her, 

cooking was an act of improvisation. Darryl said, "the good thing 

was, a dish would be different and new each time." She didn't let 

food go bad. So sometimes her chili might include celery, green 

beans, and broccoli in jarred tomato sauce. Sometimes she might 

add bok choy to a ratatouille. Every time she cooked, she would 

cook a big batch - 2/3 would be eaten over the following two days, 

and 1/3 would be frozen "for later." Incidentally, if anyone is 

interested in one of Susan's home cooked meals, there's a freezer 

full of them at the Waskow house. 
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Susan was a devoted, attentive mother to her two children, Harry 

and Dorothy, inculcating in them a sense of independence. As 

Harry said, Susan gave them a lot of free rein, as long as they 

didn't spend too much money. When she did something for them, 

like replacing a bicycle’s punctured inner tube, she would take the 

opportunity to teach them how to do it, so that they would be able 

to be more self-sufficient and take pride in their own abilities.  

Susan was always the first person to offer help with the kids’ 

activities. Susan would do the shopping, load the car, and take 

snacks and treats where needed.  Everything except cooking.  

Harry once informed his mother that he had volunteered to bring 

crepes to French class.  Susan replied, “Harry, when you volunteer 

you offer plates and napkins.”   

 Susan had so much love to give, and she gave so much of it to her 

CKS community. For many members of the congregation, what 

made CKS special was a time that someone they didn’t know very 

well had gone out of their way to support them during a time of 

vulnerability. And a lot of those instances were Susan. 

She was always tremendously outgoing and friendly. If you were 

trying to describe Susan to someone who had come to a service or 

program at CKS, you could just say, “Susan was the first person to 

come up and welcome you.” 
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Susan made things happen. She was a problem solver. Bea 

described her as having "an old world quality." She was great at 

haggling. When her loved ones had a problem, Susan was on the 

case. Having trouble with an airline voucher? Give Susan the 

phone number and the voucher. "Here's a problem that Susie's 

gonna solve." 

I asked her family what energized Susan - how did she manage to 

do so much and not just get exhausted? They suggested that, 

growing up in a small town, nothing happened unless you made it 

happen. You had to be able to generate your own fun. That small-

town atmosphere probably also helped nurture her big heart. Her 

parents also instilled in their children the importance of looking 

out for each other, through both words and actions. Barbara 

would compliment a stranger in line at the grocery store. Eric's 

refrain was, "Yay for everybody!" He believed that people already 

heard enough critique, and you should endeavor to tell people 

something nice to balance it out. As a result, Susan had an 

openness that made people feel immediately comfortable sharing 

their life stories - their sorrows and joys.  

 She was not above using that charm to her advantage, like 

winning over a snooty waiter at the wine bar she would go to with 

Beatrice and Steve. She was an excellent schmoozer - she 

remembered details about people, and would always tell you 
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about them and how she knew them! She knew the people who 

maintained the walking trails by name. She knew all of her 

childrens' friends by name. She kept up with people from so many 

different aspects of her life. 

 Last spring, when COVID forced us to shift to meeting virtually, I 

instituted a nightly Omer counting Zoom call for the 

congregation. The Omer is a 49-day intermediary period between 

the Jewish holidays of Passover and Shavuot. Part of the impetus 

for offering a nightly Omer counting practice was to create a space 

for congregants to be able to offer prayers for healing, say 

Kaddish, to be together and talk. During that first year, we 

probably had seven regular attendees on the Zoom calls. Not 

everybody was there every night, but there were typically 2-5 

people most nights. 

This year, we started off strong, with 3-4 participants the first few 

days. But people were more burned out on Zoom this spring than 

they had been last year. I’d estimate that on 70% of this year’s 

Omer calls, Susan and I were the only participants. We’d count 

together each night, occasionally discussing the sefirot, but often 

just counting and chatting for a few minutes. I looked forward to 

it, even signing on on my days off, until she told me I needed to 

take my weekend. 
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I am so grateful that during my visits to the hospital, I was able to 

continue counting the Omer with Susan. On Saturday night, with 

the support of many of you here, we finished the count together, 

on Susan’s behalf. Her yahrzeit will always be on Shavuot – the 

Jewish holiday celebrating the receiving of Torah. How fitting for 

someone with such a love of learning.  

One of the most remarkable aspects of Susan’s personality to me 

was what a strong sense of self she had. She somehow managed to 

be self-aware without being self-conscious. She moved through 

life confidently. She was “comfortable in her own skin,” as Ralph 

put it. That is such a rare quality in a human being. 

Take her love of music. Susan loved to sing, knowing full well that 

she was completely tone deaf. However, in the words of her 

beloved Nefesh Mountain, “I sing nonetheless.”  She inspired one 

of my Rosh Hashanah sermons, about the value and importance 

of communal singing – singing for the joy of singing. 

The most frequently occurring letter in the Torah is the letter vav, 

the sixth letter in the aleph bet. This is primarily because in 

Hebrew grammar, vav serves as a conjunction. You remember: 

“hookin’ up words and phrases and clauses.” When a vav appears 

at the beginning of a word, it typically means “and.” Vav is a 

connector. Scholars believe that the letter vav, in its written form, 
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developed, like the rest of the Hebrew letters, from the Phoenician 

alphabet, which was built from earlier, pictographic scripts. Vav, 

long and straight with a hook at the top, likely represented a tent 

peg, the hook at the top acting to hold the rope fast, securing and 

stabilizing the tent. 

Susan lived her life like a vav: fostering connections and 

providing her communities with stability and security. Always 

adding something to the conversation, or to the dish, or to her 

own understanding.  

We will continue to feel Susan's absence at so many different 

moments. I know that many in our CKS community will probably 

still expect to see her next Friday night at our in-person Shabbat 

service. Her absence will be felt so deeply at Eric's bar mitzvah, 

Dorothy's college graduation, Harry and Sam's wedding. And 

that's only looking at the next year. 

In Susan’s memory, I call on each one of you: start a friendly 

conversation with someone you don’t yet know, and study 

something for the simple pleasure of learning something new, and 

read a lighthearted book, and spend more time in nature, and sing 

and dance without worrying whether you’re any good at it, and do 

an act of kindness for someone, even if – especially if – you don’t 

know them that well. 



10 
 

Rabbi Jacob Best Adler May 20, 2021 Susan Waskow Eulogy 

In Pirkei Avot, we read the words of Rabbi Tarfon, who said, Lo 

alecha ham’lachah ligmor, v’lo atah ben chorin l’hibatel mimenu. 

It is not your responsibility to complete the task, but that doesn’t 

mean you don’t have an obligation to do it.  

This week, the world lost one of its leading producers of chesed. In 

her memory, in her honor, in her inspiration, we must pick up the 

work. We may not complete the work, but, like Susan, we can 

move it forward, aligning ourselves, with optimism and hope, in 

the direction of a better world. 

 

“And then, all human beings will be gentle. 

And then, all human beings will be strong. 

And then all will be so varied, rich and free, 

And everywhere will be called Eden once again.” 


