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Eulogy for My Wife, Phyllis Bernstein Kuchner 

by Robert Kuchner 
August 1, 2022 

My wife was a free spirit she had a joi de vivre that was infectious. She had no sense of 
time but made the best of her time to make the world a better place. Phyllis took 
ownership of things and really loved getting things done for others. She was the kindest 
person I ever met. She was unassuming, she was caring, she was humble. I will now 
boast about her. 

Phyllis and I met at Hofstra in 1975 when I was a 
vice president of the Accounting Honor fraternity 
BETA ALPHA PSI - she picked me up by asking me 
to tutor her in cost accounting even though she 
probably knew the topic better than me. We made an 
appointment to meet in front of the library and Phyllis 
didn't show up because she didn't need tutoring as 
you needed mostly As in your accounting courses to 
join Beta Alpha Psi. I called her and sort of scolded 
her for standing me up. So, to make amends she 
invited me to her Chanukah holiday party and a little 
over two years later we got married moving to the 
city. 

Phyllis loved the mountains: In fact, the first vacation 
together was an only accounting society ski trip to the Berkshires. Phyllis was an expert 
skier, and she was totally fearless.  We went on our honeymoon to Aspen and she 
duped me to take the diamond expert trails at the top of Ajax Mountain. The cliffs were 
so steep and her technique was eastern ice rather than western powder - since I was a 
rookie, I had no clue what I was doing because I should've been skiing the blue dots 
instead of the black diamonds; however, she ended up getting stuck in the snow on a 
steep vertical in such a way that she was almost buried and I had to go rescue her. We 
have always been a team that allowed us to take the extra step to make things happen. 

We used to go great skiing all the time because she loves the outdoors - we own a 
timeshare at the Trapp Family Lodge that she was lucky enough to be able to enjoy. 
She used to arrange executive meetings at various conferences where she would go to 
speak but she would do it at places like Vail. Of course, when we were skiing on the 
back bowls of Vail - Phyllis would ski the glades or the mogul fields and I would go down 
the middle. Phyllis would be skiing in unbelievably difficult places with terrible bumps, 
but she would never admit that it caused her a great deal of pain in the knees getting 
knocked around. 
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Those of you that have traveled with us know that Phyllis will disappear and everybody's 
going to have to go looking for her because she was out there looking for something at 
all times, 

Phyllis got a job working for a manufacturing company in Connecticut and commuted 
every day up the east side until her dream job came by: she was able to get a job with 
RCA in Rockefeller Center with an office overlooking the skating rink and the Christmas 
tree. She loved being there until one day she got relocated because RCA realized that 
internal audit did not need that sort of real estate; so they moved her to Forrestal Center 
in Princeton and gave her a huge promotion. She commuted every day from the city, 
but her promotion entitled her to a big relocation package to move, so we made a 
difficult decision to take the deal - that's how 2 kids from Long Island end up in New 
Jersey. How did we pick Fanwood NJ to live in? 

Of course- 2 accountants took a protractor and placed one side on Forrestal Center and 
the other on the Touche Ross offices in NYC and hence - Fanwood- because it had a 
nice little shul with welcoming people and a great rabbi. So, we bought this cute little 
house in Fanwood. 

We made our first trip to Israel with our friends the Schattners and Phyllis and I fell in 
love with a Country; but Phyllis couldn't understand or tolerate the differentials in the 
classes of people in Israel which were immense between Jewish sects, and Arabs, 
Bedouins and Druze and Christians. So, my wife decided to become a champion for the 
downtrodden and ignored minorities in Israel. 

We had been involved in NY Federation young leadership and the accountant's division 
so when we moved, we became active and ultimately leaders in the Federation and at 
the Shul. 5 years after moving to Fanwood , Phyllis and I ended up moving to Westfield 
and staying in the community. She became the president of the sisterhood of 
Congregation Beth Israel she was an active member in the community. She was on the 
board of MetroWest Federation and its foundation and over the years she ended up on 
the boards of the JCC, and of the JFS.  She also did a stint on the board of Rutgers 
Hillel at the request of the Federation because they were selling their building and 
brought her in to help consult. 

Phyllis got us involved with traveling to Israel and the Jewish Agency when a friend 
invited her to the Unity of the Jewish people committee meetings in Jerusalem. We also 
became mission chairs, attended international training missions to the FSU or campaign 
leadership missions with the Federation and JDC, and numerous other times for the 
Federation grant-making training, Israel at 50, 60 Jerusalem at 3000 etc. 

She said she would go if I could come too - I now sit on that committee in its current 
permutation, trying to deal with the same issues. Phyllis and I had entirely different 
positions on a lot of issues in Israel, but we never had an argument in 43 years of 
marriage except about where to give tzedakah which was always an area of contention 
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which required us to allocate to different Zionist causes, mine perhaps on more 
conservative issues and hers into social ventures. 

Phyllis became a world-recognized expert in these social justice issues and got involved 
with the Social Venture Fund and other entities to help make the world a better place. 

She left the RCA after a number of years when the company got bought by GE and she 
got a position at American instead of CPAs in NYC. Phyllis loved that job because she 
loved helping people - she became a technical hotline person that accountants call to 
ask practice questions on how to do stuff correctly. 

After a few years, the Institute recognized the fact that Phyllis had an extraordinary 
talent and they put her in charge of a new division as the Director of Financial Planning 
and Phyllis started to turn the financial planning world on its end. An article saying that 
the accountants are coming reported that in a Las Vegas talk representing Americans to 
the CPAs to the Investment Management Consulting Association the headlines in the 
major newspapers said the accountants were taking over and everybody better watch 
because the accountants are coming. Phyllis disrupted our industry and the investment 
industry -but she humbly never took credit. Phyllis was voted the AICPA Distinguished 
Service Award but waited 4 years to claim her tiffany prize because she thought it was a 
waste of money! 

She was named to be one of the 10 most important people to know in financial planning 
in the country -she was on the cover of Financial Planning Magazine along with all of 
her stuffed toys and she was named one of the top 100 accountants by Accounting 
Today Magazine 10 years running.  So she had a very impressive career. After 16 years 
she decided to leave the AICPA to dedicate her time and treasure to working on 
projects in Israel to teach in mixed religion schools where she taught English, art, and 
some music. 

She had a ton of Chutzpah - and is perhaps the bravest person I know. She learned the 
Israeli public transport system and she would take buses and trains into far-reaching 
places in the Negev into unrecognized villages. She arrived at the sheik's house to go 
live with them for a month while she taught Jewish children and Bedouin children to all 
get along. 

She would teach them English even though she spoke no Hebrew; however, there were 
occasional interpreters - she performed an intricate amazing dance. 

To quote Phyllis' friend Batya Kallus, during her last trip in March 2020, when Phyllis 
was teaching at a regional school, she did not rent an apartment. Instead, every night, 
she went home with a different student. Staying in their home which could have been in 
a number of Bedouin towns or unrecognized villages. No matter that she did not have a 
car and was dependent upon the parents for transportation (or lack thereof) as neither 
her students nor Phyllis spoke Arabic or Hebrew. She was intrepid and would go 
wherever and however she needed to in order to get to her destination. 
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She did this type of teaching adventure for a month or two each year under the 
auspices of one of the agencies and she did this until she was on the last plane back 
from Israel at the start of Covid. The Jewish Agency sent people out to hunt for Phyllis 
in a school in the Negev to put her on the last plane back to America before they were 
locking down Israel. 

To quote Batya "She was indefatigable, a tremendous force for good in the universe, 
and in the lands we care so much about,” She will never forget the school trip that Batya 
and others took with Phyllis to a school where she taught the year before. “When she 
entered the school all the children started shouting "Pheelees, Pheeeleees!!" Beyonce 
or Michele Obama would not have been treated as greater celebrities. She loves these 
children and their families so much and they returned it in full measure.” 

Her friend Jessica says that a trip to Israel was not complete unless I went jewelry 
shopping with Phyllis Bernstein. "It makes you happy and you are supporting the 
economy - you should get it!"  “I have several pieces that will always make me think of 
Phyllis.” 

I attribute Phyllis causing me to what I do, always supporting me going and doing.  She 
always wanted to come and attended the Jewish Agency meetings - befriended 
everybody up and down the crowd and it just blossomed over the years – that’s how 
she developed a good chunk of her contacts to make things happen and pull rabbits out 
of her hats. 

We have a really good friend, Stanley Stone. Stanley would walk us around Jerusalem.  
We first met Natan Sharansky and then Stanley said, “you know, Bob, would you like to 
get more involved in the agency?  I know you guys come to these meetings; maybe 
you'd like to be a committee member.” So Stanley sort of put me up to do that, 
representing our Federation and it was a wonderful experience for me and it was a 
wonderful experience for Phyllis because the two of us would attend Jewish Agency 
meetings twice a year in Israel and really get into the blood and guts of the state.  We 
got to meet just amazing people and people known from all over the Globe, even to get 
on a first name basis with the now President of the State, Buggi Herzog.  He would 
recognize Phyllis and Phyllis introduced Sharansky to a friend’s daughter who we 
encouraged to go on a MASA technology stint in Israel - she made Aliya and married an 
Israeli Man. 

We had a passion for saving Russian Jewry - in the late 70s we would go to Dag 
Hammarskjöld plaza to protest to save the Refuseniks- One was Anatol Sharansky - we 
met him 15 years later with our friend Stanley Stone in Jerusalem. Sol Kramer helped 
organize with Lenny Posnock the building of a cheder in Zhitomir Ukraine-it grew to be a 
major yeshiva. Lenny and Phyllis ran a separate fundraiser to fund operations there a 
few years ago. The kids were just evacuated to Israel. 
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We went to DC when Reagan and Gorbachev were debating freedom for the Russian 
Jews. We could not find our bus back to NJ so we took the Westchester bus and 
eventually managed home. 

In 1990 when Operation exodus brought more than a million Jews out of Russia - we 
went door to door to visit Jews to fundraise and even accept clothing and furniture 
donations. 

When Bris Avraham in Hillside NJ - asked us to officiate at weddings of Jews who never 
had Jewish wedding surrounded by their families, Phyllis and I officiated at the 
weddings - this really gave Phyllis nachas.  But she would not comply with the dress 
code for Chabad: she wore a purple cowboy hat to cover her long hair! 

You know that Phyllis always said she was not religious, but she has pictures 
everywhere you look of the Lubavitcher Rebbe! 

Phyllis loved the Arts:  she was on the JCC Film Festival selection committee and saw 
every film until she got very sick. Towards the end, her friend Elise helped her vet films 
because her sickness and eventually partial blindness made it difficult. 

Going to art school to perfect her painting skills, Phyllis met her special friend Theo who 
sent what I call Theograms to her of cute junk which made her smile for the past year 
and a half. I spoke to Theo a day ago, to tell her the joy she brought to Phyllis. 

Phyllis loved beautiful clothing and had an inventory of stuff that rivals many stores with 
all levels of quality, but consistently colorful and whimsical. Before she lost her hair to 
her sickness, she let her hair grow like Rapunzel - every drawer in the house has hair 
jewelry in it! I still have one of her braids she took off in anticipation of losing it. 

She loved a good party: when our cousin Ben got married, we took a car service and a 
hotel, and took a walk in Central Park. We went to a fun party with family - she was in 
constant pain but manage to go on because she wanted to be there. Her swan song 
was going to our friend Carol's daughter's wedding recently when Phyllis was really very 
sick, but she summoned the fortitude to go. She looked beautiful and had a wonderful 
time. 

Phyllis was driven and a Zionist to the end.  A week ago we were going to Memorial 
Sloan Kettering for an opinion. Phyllis was on a conference call with me regarding the 
Mack Ness Fund for economic development in Israel. Up to the minute that she was 
walking out to go into the doctor's office she asked questions that were pertinent to the 
projects that we were about to fund. So she stayed vested to the very end. She was 
talking to friends Maryanne and Heather the other day and they both said that Phyllis 
had a crying spell with her on the phone - something she never ever did with me.  The 
reason that she did it was that she said she has so much more work to do in Israel.  She 
really wanted to do it and she wanted to be around to complete them and make another 
trip to Israel. 
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She made the best of her lot. She had a romance with her grand nieces and nephews- 
our niece Serin and she would swap dancing pictures - Phyllis would struggle to go to 
the beach deck bench across the street and gather the strength to dance a kooky dance 
for our niece and then Serin would send a dance back for her – this went on for last few 
weeks of Phyllis life, bring her so much joy. She was so looking forward to Henry and 
Miles's bar mitzvahs, but she will only be there in spirit. She would have so enjoyed that! 

In the words of Kohelet there is a time for every purpose under heaven: a time to be 
born and a time to die, but it's hard to accept. 

I would be remiss if I did not mention not only that she leaves the world a better place, 
but she has more friends around the world who have contacted me to see Phyllis and 
just really have expressed their love and admiration. She had a childhood friend rush to 
her death bed -Pam, who stayed by her bedside for hours as she was dying, comforting 
her and telling her that her time had come and she should let go. 

I have and will miss her dearly, but I know that she left a legacy around the world that is 
hard to match. I was very impressed just to see that and I felt the power of that support.  
I told Phyllis to let go and it gave me the strength to say I would be ok, which I told 
Phyllis in the hour of her passing. Her friends wrote notes on letting go which Pam read 
to her to ease the pain. 

To quote Eleana, our neighbor at the shore and by the way, an appreciative Operation 
Exodus participant – “Words cannot express how sorry we are to hear about your loss. 
We'll miss seeing Phyllis on the deck, watching sunsets, always with a book in her 
hand.” 

Phyllis helped make the world a better place - a lasting impression- but it's hard to say 
goodbye. 

She had a really productive life but basically made differences in a myriad of people's 
lives.  It's so unusual when one person can do so much. 

I got a call from my dog walker and she was telling me about Phyllis. I was wondering 
how the heck she was able to do that and she said because she looked at my 
refrigerator pictures: Phyllis documented our entire relationship over 40+ years there. 
She said to me, “I don't really know your wife, but she always had a huge smile on her 
face, and she always looked happy especially when she was with you.” 

I've learned so much about my loving wife in the past few days because I never realized 
the extent of her love of Israel and how much she loved me. I knew she loved me, but I 
never knew how much she respected me, although I guess we could never have done 
what we did together otherwise. 

She was my muse, never critical, and always helpful with whatever projects that I was 
working on. She would discuss how to deal with issues.  We never fought - however 
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those of you who know Phyllis know that she always told you how she felt, she was 
unabashedly available to share her opinion, and if she thought hers was the right way of 
handling something, she would stick with it to the bitter end. 

I've been to meetings on critical issues in the community where she says everybody 
was sold a piece of goods and Phyllis said they're all brainwashed, and votes will end 
up being 49 to 1 on a 50-person board because she wasn't embarrassed to speak her 
mind. She never did it in a way that would embarrass or hurt somebody. Phyllis's 
biggest conundrum is that she could never understand why people didn't all think like 
she did, and assumed that everybody had the best motives in mind and I guess that's 
what made my girl so special. 

It allowed her to participate in making the world a better place for us. 

We traveled the world to many places; we've had so much fun together. Phyllis' legacy 
will affect the State of Israel and people in the United States for many years to come, 
including in our profession, to change the way people do things. 

I got notes from people who tell me that she changed how they operate their business 
lives. 

My wife is an artist who was extremely crazy, stupid creative.  When you see it you 
know it was done with love, with whimsy, with care - she's not a perfectionist, she didn't 
care what other people thought -but she always wanted to do them in her own way. 

Her friends will tell you that she made a dent in their hearts which will stay with them for 
their lifetimes I have been receiving notes about her from people all over the world from 
clerks, secretaries, administrative people, Bedouins, Druze, Jews who she met in Israel 
who are sending me condolence notes. Phyllis had no vanity when it came to dealing 
with her issues; she was so humble and so innocuous. People around the world 
respected her. I just got a note from a coexistence organization in Israel to remind me 
that they had agreed to honor Phyllis at an event in the Yaffo, Israel in November.  
Despite the fact that Phyllis had passed, they're still going to hold the event and asked 
me to come please, if I could. 

The ironic part is that my brave wife would be traveling in areas that you or I would 
probably be terrified to go and she did it without fear. When she was teaching and living 
in people's homes, they would take her to crossroads and leave her there to be picked 
up by other families that she was going to be spending the night with. She was 
undaunted by this although I was shaking in my boots 7000 miles away not knowing 
how and where my wife was going to be and how she was going to get there. But she 
was not worried and somehow never got lost, never got hurt, and managed to help 
them. 
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I'm really so proud of her -she was humble, but she was effective. I suspect that she's 
going to be affecting the world and the way things would be from her perspective for a 
long time to come. 

I'm proud to be your husband.  Others will be talking about her for years. Many of you 
got the tchotchkes she gave out.  She made a few. They were smaller gifts: 
pocketbooks, mirrors, carvings, paintings or gifts that she gave people. She was so 
generous of herself, so committed to her causes, friends and family. 

The people who are here today are a testament to this and if you go to her Facebook 
page, you'll see that there are hundreds of postings from people who are complete 
strangers to me, people that she affected when she traveled 

OK, it's scary how she could have made such a big difference in so many people's lives 
because she loved them. It was extraordinary that a multitude of people loved her, and I 
think that's amazing and unusual. 

I was a beneficiary of a wife that had a deep abiding love for me. 

Phyllis, I will miss you forever. 

 


