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HARRIET WISE STERN - 1933-2012

Harriet Stern was a founding member and the first president of the Jewish Historical Society of Memphis and the Mid-South.
She also served as co-editor of Southern Jewish Heritage. This special issue is a tribute to her memory.

“Saint Harriet: None Like Her”
Eulogy Delivered by Rabbi Micah Greenstein

n our main meeting room at Temple where torah study takes place every Sabbath morning without fail, a chair will be
Iempty‘ The chair where Harriet listened intently and spoke up when she had a thoughtful comment or great question to

offer. The chair will be empty but | have no doubt that Harriet will still be seated among us, just as she will be with her
children and grandchildren and relatives wherever they are and wherever they go. Why? Because Harriet has merited a place
in their hearts and in all of our hearts forever.

What Harriet did for me personally was teach me what it
means to be a religious Jew. Her parents named her Harriet but
she became the initials T.0.M., a Tikkun Olam Machine. Tikkun
Olam is the Jewish prescription for healing a fractured and broken
world and Harriet was Tikkun Olam’s master practitioner.

Harriet may have been the only person you and I will ever
know who never did anything for herself. She respected ritual and
even if there were only 8 people at a prayer service, you could
bet that Harriet was one of the 8, but ritual and religion in gen-
eral, at least for Harriet, had to serve the ethical. For Harriet, the
greatness of Judaism is its energy and passion for improving the
lives of others. In 1999, I remember returning from a small reli-
gious summit with younger rabbis from all the streams of Juda-
ism, Orthodox, Reform, Conservative, Renewal, just fifteen. 1
started a spirituality group, went more deeply into Jewish ritual,
taught others how to shake the lulav, lay tefillin, keep different
forms of kosher. Harriet was intrigued, genuinely interested, and
respectful. One week when my spirituality prayer group met, Har-
riet didn’t show up. Where was she? Tutoring a child and bringing
food to a needy family not far from where we are, where most
East Memphians wouldn’t ever go. I asked myself, “So in the Cre-
ator’s eyes, the God who Judaism contends cares most about the
well-being of all creation, who is more religious? 1, who am dav-
enning in the chapel, or Harriet, whose Jewish impulse calls her
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Eulogy . . . continued

to be in South Memphis helping a family or a kid?”” Harriet
would resent any comparison or contest when it comes to
religion; she would say, “It’s not the number of mitzvahs
you do but the spirit behind whatever mitzvahs you commit
yourselfto,” but what I’'m trying to say is that Harriet quietly
became my role model for what it means to be a religious
Jew. Her selflessness was as natural as breathing. For Har-
riet, ritual and education were paramount but only if they
shaped one’s behavior and opened one’s eyes to God’s world
and the world of others.

God has 70 names in Judaism, from mother and father to
arock to Yedid Nefesh — which means “Soul Friend.” Harriet
was that soul friend to everyone, including and especially to
those with little or no family. We have heard from Susan and
the grandchildren, but for those with little family or without
family, Harriet BECAME your family, didn’t she?

Forgive me for not reading the 16 reflections a number
of you here and others not here sent me since Saturday eve-
ning. One in particular seems emblematic of all of them. The
writer was in Harriet’s first grade Sunday school class in re-
ligious school at Temple where Harriet taught everyone how
to bake a challah. Considering that Harriet never learned
how to cook until midlife, teaching others to bake was no
small feat for Harriet. The
writer’'s mother and I became
close, and whenever [ went to
her apartment to visit her in her
dying days, Harriet was always
there. Always. I had presumed
that Harriet was related in some
way since the woman’s grand-
daughters also considered Har-
riet their grandmother, but as
with so many of you, Harriet
was closer to your heart and soul than many of your own
blood relatives. When the daughter of Arlene Gussin learned
the terrible news of Harriet’s death, this is what she wrote me
without a word unchanged.

Dearest Micah: My mother used to call her “Saint Har-
riet.” My daughters were sure that she was a lamed vavnik,
one of the 36 righteous people hidden in this world, but they
made me promise not to tell her that we knew, because then
she’d have to go away. As for me, when I am faced with
an especially difficult situation in my life I have a conver-
sation with myself that begins like this, “What would Har-
riet Stern do? " Because I know that if I want to do the the
right thing, the kindest thing, the truly good thing—thats
the thing that Harriet would do. For the b’'not mitzvah of my
daughters Harriet wove by hand their tallitot/prayer shawls.
When my mother was dying, Harriet came to her home and
made matzoh balls and chicken soup in her kitchen, filling
my mothers home with the sounds and smells of the very
best Jewish nurturing. And the night my mother died, Har-

“My mother used to call her
‘Saint Harriet.’
were sure that she was a lamed
vavnik, one of the 36 righteous
people hidden in this world . . .”

riet read Psalms with me and spent the night with me in my
mother s home so I wouldn t be alone. Harriet was a comfort
in tough times and a joy at all other times. When she came
to visit our family in Philadelphia about a year and a half
ago, we took her to Famous Fourth Street Deli. We could not
get over the gusto with which she enjoyed her corned beef
on rye—especially the mustard. Now, when ever our family
eats there, we think of Harriet and we've dubbed the mus-
tard, “Harriet'’s mustard.” For me, my husband, and for our
daughters, Hannah and Leah, Harriet has been and always
will be a powerful presence and an inspiration to make the
world a better place. I have never met anyone as naturally
selfless as she. Performing acts of lovingkindness really was
the source of her greatest happiness. The world is less bright
with Harriet gone from it, yet each of us who loved her is so
much better for having had her in our lives.

Tomorrow is not only Christmas Day, it meant Harriet
dragging her Memphis grandchildren (and Jim of course)
out of bed to deliver meals on wheels to cheer up families
who could use a lift. But get this, delivering the meals with
a smile was enough. I'm not making this up. These Jew-
ish Edelman kids would have to sing Rudolph the Red Nose
Reindeer and Jingle Bells to total strangers because Harriet
told them to.

It was Nate who gave Granddad Tom his last smile
before he left this world, and
Harriet gave these grandkids,
weli—everything.  The ones
living here would spend the
night at Harriet and Tom’s ev-
ery weekend, usually Friday
nights, sometimes Saturday
too. Andrew would put a blan-
ket on the air mattress starting
at age 5. Harriet wouldn’t wait
for the kids to come to them,
she would crawl on the floor like she was one of them. And
she WAS one of them. The magnolia tree in the backyard
became the climbing tree and comfort for the kids, so much
so that Rachel attributes the beginning of her passion for the
environment from the feeling and experience she had in her
grandparents’ backyard. Listening to everyone at the Edel-
mans last night, whether it was Michael, Katie and Max, or
Parker and Harrison, or their parents, Carol put it so well
when she said, what Mom gave us and all the children in this
family you can’t wrap in a present. She gave them and she
gave us the gift of experience, experiences which opened our
eyes, experiences outdoors, whether at a camp, a lake, in the
mountains or in a garden.

And Harriet did it all with unbounded energy and enthu-
siasm. Aunt Harriet the schoolteacher would have breakfast
ready for a visiting nephew before leaving to teach at LaRose
in South Memphis and then return home after a demand-
ing day, equally excited to walk or run or drive to a nearby
garden and pick vegetables. Harriet’s love of the outdoors,
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