Rabbi Max Shapiro Eulogies – October 20, 2009
Rabbi Marcia Zimmerman:

Many of us have sat with Rabbi Shapiro these last years, and he let us know that he was ready. That made it so much easier for all of us to let him go.

Don’t think that he didn’t plan out every minute of this service, because he did – I have a file! It was one page long. He orchestrated this day as he orchestrated everything in his life. In his instructions he saw all of you out there today. He wanted to temper the sadness. He made sure that the past presidents were honorary pallbearers and that there were others whom he loved that were added to the list. He made sure that the Board of Directors would be here. That dignitaries and clergy would come forth, which for him was of the highest value.

But as I look out into the sanctuary what I see are leaders of our community today who were truly brought up by this man – each of us, each of us no matter if we are the mayor or a senator. Whether we are a rabbi, a minister, a priest or an imam, we were all brought up by this wonderful man.

So today we will hear a few reflections, but they will not be complete. Because this sanctuary is full of so many stories that need to be told to make them complete. Share them with each other; share then with his family. What is important is that the stories allow us to have him in our lives still, and he continues to live through memory.

He wanted only a few people to speak. His grandson, Zachary is going to be the first; he is going to read a piece written by his grandfather Shapiro. Then we will hear from Rabbi Barry Cytron who was the rabbi’s rabbi in every sense of the word.
MY (LAST) TESTAMENT

THANKSGIVING 2006
I am grateful:

To my parents who brought me into this world, who taught me about God, Judaism and being Jewish; who loved me, nourished me and rejoiced in the successes of my schooling. The memories of my childhood are of happy days.

To my siblings who loved me unconditionally. My brother, Joe, was my protector, advisor and model. My sister, Sylvia, whom we all adored, who still is my little sister and whose beauty, charm and thoughtfulness is beyond compare. My brother, Bob, eleven years younger than I, followed me to the Hebrew Union College. They were my best friends and Bob my most intimate colleague.  We enjoyed each other so!

To my grammar school, the Quincy School in Boston and especially to Miss Julia Sullivan who taught me a love for poetry and directed me to the Boston Public Latin School.

To the Boston Public Latin School where I learned how to study, made me memorize lines of poetry and prose and inspired me to become a school teacher.

To Clark University in Worcester, Massachusetts where I developed whatever leadership capacities I had, broadened by vision of life and learning and helped elect me to “Who’s Who Among the Students of American Universities and Colleges, 1939.”

To Boston Teacher’s College which gave me my first graduate degree and opened the door of the Boston Public Schools to me.

To the U.S. Army that sent me off to the Lawson General Hospital in Chamblee, Georgia, close to Atlanta.  It was in Atlanta that I met Bernice Clein. She was from Greensboro, North Carolina, visiting family. She was my first true love and helped make my life what it has become. It was at Lawson that I had my first experience as a “rabbi.”

To Uncle Sam and the G.I. Bill that helped support my five years at the Hebrew Union College.

To Bernice, the wife and love of my young years, who not only saw me through the five years in Cincinnati at the Hebrew Union College, but who made me a rabbi; and then into the rabbi I became. (see “A Tribute to Bernice” in Walk Beside Me, page 182). It was only after we were settled in Minneapolis that I fully really realized what she had been through and what she had done – traveling with two young children from Boston to Cincinnati, managing everything while I was away most of the time at HUC and the University of Cincinnati, and then repeating it all when we came to Minneapolis. How she did it I cannot now imagine. That she did it was a miracle.  As I wrote elsewhere, “she was reluctant about being the wife of a rabbi, but she became its ideal.”  She died much too young, at 64, and I missed her beyond measure.

To Dr. Jacob Marcus, eminent Jewish historian who urged me to accept Temple Israel in Minneapolis as my initial venture in the rabbinate and virtually assured me that I would succeed its senior rabbi in but a few years. He counseled me along the way.

To Temple Israel and its people who nurtured me through my early years as a Rabbi; who understood and forgave my shortcomings and loved me through my later years.. And I loved them. They celebrated my every milestone with joy and appreciation.

To the Board of Temple Israel (1985) who accepted my wish to retire from the active rabbinate and graciously elected me as Rabbi Emeritus.

To Sidney Cohen, Monsignor Terrence Murphy and Archbishop John Roach who helped bring the Jay Phillips Center for Jewish-Christian Learning into being. To Sidney, who oversaw the initial financing, to Monsignor Murphy, who sponsored the idea, and to Archbishop Roach, who approved it.

To Abby Lou, the love of my later years, who made those years a time of joy and fulfillment. Our 20 years together were a continuous honeymoon. She was love made manifest and shared my affiliation with my colleagues at the Center with glowing affection. She watched over me in my latter years, accepting my limitations with understanding, love and a smile. How fortunate for me that she came into my life! It could not have been better! She was my adoring wife, and I adored her.
To my children, Susan and Steven. They are all that a parent could hope for. I loved, appreciated, and respected them in everything they did. I did not fully realize how much I loved and appreciated them until I sat down to write this “last testament.” It is beyond my ability to describe. They were always my pride and joy!

And there are many others who brought me to this day, some in the congregation, some in the community, some who helped me in my day-to-day rabbinate. There are too many to mention, but I hope they know how much they mean to me.

And now at 90 I can look back with nostalgia and satisfaction. It is a life well lived, with the love of two exceptional women, children who made my life complete, the blessing of a talented grandson, the joy of Abby Lou’s four grandchildren who call me grandpa, a congregation that grew from some 750 families to almost 2000, a Center for Jewish-Christian Learning at the College (now University) of St. Thomas in St. Paul that was an example and forerunner for many and did much in Minneapolis to dispel what was once called the most anti-Semitic city in the country; the friendship of my associates there and our accomplishments made my efforts at the Center as rewarding as my years at Temple Israel.

And now as I reflect on what the years have brought to me and how some invisible hand has led me upon this path I can meet my Death with open arms – but not with a hug. I have been truly blessed.
Rabbi Max A. Shapiro

Mordecai Avraham ben Shmuel v’
By Rabbi Barry Cytron
Three moments, among so many with which I was gifted from Rabbi Shapiro, speak out at this moment:

1.   We had gathered for one of those noteworthy programs from the Center for Jewish-Christian Learning. The auditorium was filled to capacity. The subject was the Holocaust, and its historical antecedents. The speaker was one of the leading academic figures of our time.  But his talk, while reflective of vast learning, was barbed, unreservedly critical, undiplomatic to a fault, given the interfaith audience. After the speaker’s conclusion, Rabbi Shapiro returned to the podium and took charge of the windup. With deftness, elegance and leadership, he absolutely altered the tone of the hour, offering words that spoke of the future, not only the past, of the suitability of addressing what had been, but of the need now for building anew, together. At that instant, he exemplified how one can combine learning with wisdom, how one might indeed speak truth but should always widen the pathway to hope. It was vintage RABBI MAX SHAPIRO.


2. Then there was the first time I ever heard him speak from the pulpit. But not this one!  He had announced his final year as this congregation’s senior rabbi. Somewhat shamelessly, it seems in hindsight, given the demands upon him that year, I invited him to speak at the Adath.  He graciously accepted, seemed gratified for the opportunity to speak at yet one more “late Friday” evening service. The subject? – a retrospective on his career in Minnesota. 

He gave a glorious talk about his years in Minneapolis, tracing the startling transformations in intergroup relations and Jewish life he had witnessed over his career. But here’s what really stands out! He sprinkled his words with a superb Yiddish and a sturdy reliance on the classical texts. As I looked out that evening, I could see how thoroughly engaged the congregation was, how connected they were to him and his message. He was at one with his audience, identified with their world, magically aligned, for the moment, with them and their perspectives. Over the years, I would come to see that that, too, as classic RABBI MAX SHAPIRO.

3. And thanks to the wizards of Microsoft technology, which provided me the answer when I checked my computer last night, I can pinpoint the precise hour of the third moment that calls to me now. It was May, 2007, and Max and I were having one of our regular “end of the academic year” lunches. He wanted to know how the center programs had gone, what classes had been like, who was coming to speak on the campuses in the autumn.

Then he asked what courses I was planning for the fall. “Introduction to Jewish Life and Literature,” I responded. To which he instantly replied: “I have a great book you ought to include. I just finished this new book on Maimonides, and YOU SHOULD READ IT! It’s first rate.”  Not only did I follow his counsel, AS I SO OFTEN DID. Soon thereafter I added this book to the syllabus. My students loved it, really loved it.
And that, too, was Rabbi Shapiro, age 90, brightly enthusiastic, intellectually current, guiding a younger colleague, as he had counseled and guided so many others. I don’t know for certain that Temple Israel holds the record for sending its graduates off to rabbinical school, but it must pretty much be “in a class of its own” when it comes to doing so. And that’s no surprise, given the uncommon leadership that Rabbi Shapiro showered on this community.  Of course the young and inquisitive would want to walk in his footsteps. Of course, given the person he was, so many others, myself included, would come to revere him as a mentor. Quite simply, he was ehad b’mee noe – ONE UNLIKE ANY OTHER.

This past weekend, I went back and reread that book on Maimonides, hoping to plumb its richness and discover if it might provide a key to Rabbi Shapiro’s life, too. This particular study of the great Maimonides is the work of Sherwin Nuland, preeminent surgeon and historian of medicine at Yale University. His book dissects the various strands of the most outstanding Jew of the Middle Ages. In the skilled hands of Dr. Nuland, the three passions of Maimonides – 

· making the Jewish tradition accessible to his contemporaries,

· serving as a commanding, sure moral guide to an often perplexed people, and 

· devoting himself to healing the broken, both physically and spiritually all three qualities are brilliantly illuminated. 

In the book’s final pages, the author sums up the central thread that united his subject’s diverse accomplishments.  Nuland writes: “From his first writings, when he was twenty four, to his labors until the hours of his death as his community’s acknowledged leader, he devoted the totality of his prodigious talents to the preservation of the community of Jews everywhere. His is the iconic memory of a man whose life was given over to the continuity of the Jewish people.”    

Do not those words bespeak the man we honor at this hour? From his first days serving as a young Chaplain’s assistant during those threatening days of World War II, to his founding of the Center for Jewish-Christian Learning at St. Thomas, Max dedicated “his prodigious talents” to the identical pledges that inspired that long ago giant: 

· making the richness of the Jewish tradition available to fellow Jew and inquiring guest alike; 

· serving as an unfailing ethical guide, not only for the membership of this Temple and not only for the Jewish community of the Twin Cities, but also for the entire metropolitan area, and

· protecting his beloved Jewish people, by speaking out from this pulpit, and also through the demanding, arduous work of committees and boards, thereby moving this city from a past of exclusion and intolerance to now being an exemplar of welcome and inclusion.    

If one requires a visual symbol of how far we have traveled on that path, perhaps it can best be reflected in a prized photograph in the center archives. It is from a memorable trip undertaken to the Vatican in the first years of the center’s existence. Its focus is four figures – Monsignor Terence Murphy, then president of St. Thomas, Temple past President and renowned community leader Sidney Cohen, Rabbi Shapiro and Pope John Paul II. All now abide in eternity. Emblematic though the photo is, when I think of it, something else comes to mind – that unseen influence that brought, to their respective positions of moral authority, a Polish priest who had risen to the pinnacle of the Church, and a thirty something year old rabbi who came to lead this preeminent congregation, in a time tainted still by intolerance.

What explains the Cardinals of the church electing, in 1978, for this first time in half a millennium, a non-Italian, and moreover, the only Pope to have ever grown up alongside Jewish playmates, this pope who would then go on to rebuild and refashion a 2000 year old relationship? What explains why a young man named Max A. Shapiro, despite his record at Boston Latin and his teachers’ assurance that he was a “shoo-in,” yet turned away from Harvard by its rigid quota system, what explains why this Boston son should turn up here, in this city, and serve to remake it in this era?  However we understand what brought this about – whether it was but the maneuverings of history or the guiding vision of a Superior Power – each of these individuals, whose paths miraculously crossed on that warm day in Rome, each was flawlessly suited to the call of history.  

For Rabbi Shapiro, whose career spanned decades, untold numbers of individuals and hundreds of venues, three particular communities stand out. Rabbi Zimmerman will lead us, in just a moment, through the singular place he holds in this congregation and city’s heart. One of two others, the center he created at St. Thomas, brought him enormous gratification. Working alongside long time associates Sister Christine Athans and Karen Schierman, Rabbi Shapiro was able to put a very public face on the essential importance of intergroup harmony. 

With the unswerving support of Monsignor Murphy and his successor, Father Dease, and the spiritual and charitable support engineered by Sidney Cohen,  the center blossomed under Max’s focused vision, becoming the interfaith voice of a community, and spawning a whole range of current efforts, both here in Minnesota and across the country. And Max blessed the re-embodiment of the center into the Jay Phillips Center for Jewish-Christian Learning 15 years ago, seeing it as a way to spread, to yet another Catholic university , Saint John’s, and its surrounding environs, the enlarged promise of inter-religious dialogue.

And one last venue, alongside Temple and the Center, merits mention. Oakridge was a second home for Rabbi and Bernice, and then for Rabbi and Abby Lou. It was there they were sustained, and especially in this sense, I think.  As you just heard from his grandson, Max was deeply grateful for the education he received at Clark University, which welcomed him in, amid, and in spite of the deceitful quota system of that era. Max was one of tens of thousands so rebuffed.  In response to that reality, historians tell us, Jews across America created a parallel universe to the one that denied them admission. Hospitals, social clubs, resorts, public colleges –all became their refuge. 


Max was a product of that era. And rather than allow the injustice of that time to embitter life, Max took hold of the world and remolded it. Max was, I believe, constitutionally incapable of becoming embittered. His outlook on life, the sweetness of his soul, and the good fortune of arriving in a Jewish community which had already developed its own parallel universe of institutions, was the perfect match.      

Oakridge, then, was a symbol, for his generation a courageous, even audacious effort to craft a place of welcome, where others would not let one enter. And more than that, it served as a second sanctuary! Each time I would be with him there, the unparalleled greeting he received was breathtaking, the way people of all generations rose at his entrance, the manner in which contemporaries and congregants alike, of all ages, responded to the sheer radiance of his presence to welcome him home.

In the classic rabbinic tractate Pirkei Avot – the Ethics of the Sages – Shammai instructs us: “Welcome all humanity, everyone, with grace!”  Rabbi Shapiro lived those words, embraced life, love and community, with refinement and schoenkiet. He personified peacemaking, inside our lives, and among communities. And so we responded! His influence, if we but remember and rehearse faithfully the teachings of his life, will continue to bless us, into the future.

To all here assembled, then – those of you in the back [and balcony], and those down front, you over there and those of you close by, his bride Abby Lou and his children Susan and Stephen, you, his grandson Zach and you, his family and friends closest to him, congregants and co-workers and colleagues all, let us offer thanks for the bountiful gifts Rabbi Shapiro brought into our lives. And let us heed the invitation he proffered, when he held out his hand to us and whispered: “WALK BESIDE ME!”                                             

ZICHRONO L’VRACHA  -  May his memory bless us!
Rabbi Marcia Zimmerman:
At the end of the book of Deuteronomy, Moses dies. It is said in D’varim Rabbah, the compilation of legendary Aggadic material, that Moses death was very, very traumatic. The midrash begins with Moses arguing with God to let him live. Then the angels argue with god to let Moses live. Then at the end, his nishoma – his soul – argues with God to let Moses live. Where upon God kisses Moses to take his soul out of his body, the most precious and loving acts done through a kiss. Then when the Moshe had left, God wept. And so did the heavens; and so did the earth; and so did Joshua, his successor; and so did the angels. And then the midrash ends with the proverb: 


“The memory of the righteous shall be for a blessing.”

We, too, as a congregation have lost a Moses, have lost OUR Moses. Since Friday when God too Rabbi Shapiro’s soul from his body – and I believe through a kiss – he was surrounded by his loving family. His death was quiet and peaceful.
There was a moment in the last week or two when I asked him, “Are you afraid to die?” And he said, “No, I wish it would come soon.” I said, “I don’t know when it will come, but I promise it will be peaceful. That you won’t be in pain.” He opened one eye and said, “Rabbi, don’t promise something you can’t!”

But guess what – that promise was made true by God, who did give him a peaceful end, a quiet end, one with a kiss. And I know that in these days since his death, surely God is crying. And I am sure that heaven and earth are crying; the angels and all of us, we are crying. Not because he didn’t live a beautiful and wonderful life, a long life, a life that is worth celebrating today. We cry because he was the ultimate model of what a leader should be. He is our role model and the loss of him leaves us a bit untethered, a bit off balance. But I know he would have wanted us to be strengthened.
He was our Moses because he led and ushered temple Israel through times of upheaval in the world around us: the civil rights movement, Jewish-Christian dialogue that was in conflict and the myriad of issues that came before him in this congregation. He was the wise one. He was the spokesperson. He was OUR spokesperson on behalf of Temple Israel and the Jewish community. He did do in many national arenas: at a memorial of Martin Luther King, Jr., in the presence of Pope John Paul II, at Hubert Humphrey’s funeral he gave the blessing at the Senate. He created and implemented so many things. He was a strong and courageous leader. In the midst of vast change and times that were uncertain, he brought us through, through to a more promising land, to  a world full of hopes and dreams.
Like Moses he was our prophet. With all of that this man, like Moses, never lost his humility, never lost his warmth, never lost his sweetness. He always came back home, here, to Temple Israel, to this sanctuary, to be part if the life of this congregation and your lives. Each and every one of you: he knew your names, he knew the names of your parents and grandparents; he knew the names of your children and grandchildren! We are SO lucky to have had him here for 54 years. Just this past Rosh HaShanah and Yom Kippur, he sat there – he sat in this sanctuary! As difficult as it was for him, he was here, and his place will always be filled with our memories.
We feel emptiness, but we must remember: his teachings are never far. For he filled his role as Senior Rabbi, as Rabbi of this congregation with his grace, his integrity, his sincerity and his humor. He was the first to come and reach out to young people and teenagers. He took off this robe and wore clothes that connected one to another. It was that same value of reaching out to young people that inspired him to create Camp TEKO on Lake Minnetonka. He found that place another home where so many young people now have memories, where so many young people have connections and, as Rabbi Cytron said, where so many of the young people who went there are now leading their own congregations into the future. Indeed, Rabbi Shapiro has been woven into our hearts. I, too, took that poem from his book. He always said, “Don’t walk in front of me; for I may not follow. Don’t walk behind me; for I may not lead. Walk beside me and be my friend.” Friendship doesn’t die. It lingers on. It is our link to him.
He saw Temple Israel as family, and family was central for him. He brought out the best in us, didn’t he? He brought out the best in us not only individually, but as a community, as Charlotte Moses said, his assistant for over 30 years. And anyone who has any role of leadership, you know who you have to depend: your assistant. Well, he depended on her, and she loved him.
To everyone who worked with him – teachers, administrators, lay-leaders, and clergy – we all were our best selves in his presence. He never, ever saw anything in us that was diminishing, and therefore, that’s what we saw when we saw our own images mirrored in his perception of us. Even his caregivers have spoken so beautifully about him. About how, for the steady stream of people going in and out of his life and home these last months, he always, always gave more than he received.

As he wrote in his last testament that Zachary so beautifully read, his family of origin was so prominent a part of his life. Family was so profoundly important to him that I would now like to speak to Rabbi Shapiro’s family on behalf of all of us. To thank them for giving us this man, for the sacrifices that each of you have had to give for his leadership and his place in this community. Thank you. Thank you, because your love supported and cared for him as he cared for all of us.

Hi parents, Samuel and Clara; his siblings, Joe, Sylvia and Bob; his closest friends and family remember gatherings: at the center you can imagine Rabbis Bob and Max Shapiro became dueling rabbis, trying to out do each other with stories and knowledge about Judaism. It was a duel not really at each other , but to portray for their family the importance of memory and passing on the tradition. Dr. Joe, success in his practice and success in his life; and Sylvia, the only girl: each had a special place in his heart.
When they had families of their own, Harriette and Charlotte and Michael were included with open arms. Rabbi Shapiro is the last. The last of this generation of the Shapiro family and this family now feels the absence of that protective generation. It was just a short time ago that his sister-in-law Charlotte died, a just week before. Once again others so close, Bonnie and Bruce, from Sylvia’s family are here to share with Steven and Susan the sadness of this day.
So now you have to tell the stories that your uncles and your mother told you, because that bonds you together. That is the beauty of the next generation of the Shapiro family: you have bonds. Because your parents loved each other unconditionally. That is clearly present with all the cousins.

Rabbi Shapiro has two loves in his life and he always marveled at that. It’s amazing to think about how much love is in our lives and that it is overflowing. Bernice was a woman of equal compassion and intelligence. She is known by this congregation and remembered in the most loving of ways. The woman who was a partner for all of his rabbinic life here at Temple, raising his two children, Susan and Steven, was a source of strength, and she died too young. He missed having her to share his first retirement. Then on a plane ride to Arizona to attend the funeral of a friend, he became reacquainted with Abby Lou Evans in a very new and wonderful way. His beautiful companion and right hand, Abby Lou and Rabbi Shapiro enjoyed his second retirement, a splendid time in their lives: winters in Palm Springs and intellectually stimulating events at St. Thomas. The two of them revealed uniqueness in one another and built a life together that wove their families one to another.
Rabbi Shapiro gave me these words to speak to Abby Lou today, from a song from Christina Rossetti:


“When I am dead, my dearest,



Sing no sad song for me.


Plant no roses at my head;



God wills what yet shall be.”

He loved you, Abby Lou, as you loved him. What a beautiful testimony to a life well-lived.

And his children, Susan and Steven: he was so proud of all of your accomplishments and thrilled to see each of you in your lives. Susan, as the oldest, his daughter: he loved your visits. He loved when he could be with you face-to-face. Your empathy, your ability to see every situation with such a keen intellect and with so much heart at the same time – that is your father in you. It is the way he lives through you. The person you are is truly beautiful.
And Steven: he spoke of you with such pride. French meadow became his other hang out after Oakridge, as it is for many of us. You were here for him and he so marveled at how you became so comfortable schlepping him and Abby Lou, making sure that everything was attended to. You, too, have so much of your father in you: the quiet strength, your incredible sincerity, your ability to make everyone feel your warmth. That is how he will live and continue to be with you.

And most of all, the two of you are such close friends. You have walked this journey at his end with love and compassion for each other. For any parent, that is the greatest gift of all.

Dan and Susan, you gave him a grandson, another generation of the Shapiro family. Zachary – I think only you could get your grandfather in the front row of a rock concert! I don’t think any of the rest of us could do that, only you. He went to watch you play, to watch your success. He marveled at your creativity; he marveled at your success in an industry that is not easy for anyone, but most of all he marveled at the human being that you are. You, too, have the Shapiro strength, the Shapiro vision. And that is how his memory will live for you.
And Billy and Patti and Bob and Liz: more family for Max Shapiro was always a wonderful and precious gift, and you all filled that role with such honor and integrity. He enjoyed watching all of your lives. He was thankful for you including him in your lives, and the love and devotion that each of you has for your mother. He loved watching every one of you grow older, get stronger. He was so honored to be included.

And for Jonathan and Sabena and gabby: he was your grandfather, and he filled that role with love and care. Gabby wrote in her diary these words:
“The thought of grandpa dying is painful, because he is very special. It seems to me he wanted a very meaningful life, so he became a rabbi. If I could tell him anything, it would be ‘I love you, and you are the best possible grandpa you could be.’”

Let me tell you, Gabby: you speak for all the grandchildren. Know that your words give meaning to saying goodbye to this man when it is so difficult to part. But every time you said goodbye to him, he said, “Parting is such sweet sorrow – that I shall say good night until tomorrow.” It is so sad to say goodbye, but guess what? He was bigger than anyone could imagine; he was bigger than life. In that way we can say goodbye tomorrow, for he is guiding us uniquely, always being our rabbi.

Like Moses, no leader gets to enter the Promised Land; it is beyond our reach. But one week ago Rabbi Shapiro gave me his blessing. He gave all of us his blessing. He knows that our future is strong. He knows that in his memory we will continue to vibrantly live. Our honor to him is to continue our journey. To cross over those boundaries that people tell us we can’t. To make sure that we know as we go forth that he is always with us in our hearts. We need to pave the way for future generations as he paved the way for us.
Finally, as he always said in that incredible booming voice:
Y’varech’cha Adonai v’yishm’recha.


May God bless you and keep you.
Ya-eir Adonai panav eilehca vichuneka


May God’s light shine upon you, and may God be gracious unto you.

Yisa Adonai panev eilehca y’yaesim l’cha shalom.


May you feel God’s presence within you always, and grant you peace.

In memory of this man who always put his hands high to wrap his arms around us:

Zikhrono livrakha.


May his memory always be for a blessing.
