
Remembrance of Phyllis Bernstein 

by Carol Simon 

Phyllis was not just my friend. She was chosen family. 

She was an amazing, life-affirming, joyful person who surely bettered our world. 

Phyllis lived life fully, completely, with all her heart. She never gave in – two months before she died, 
she insisted to her doctor that he discharge her from the hospital so she could attend my daughter’s 
wedding. She not only came – in a beautiful dress with her hair blown and styled - she and Bob danced 
together. Two weeks before she died, down in Sea Bright, she was talking about going to Israel on our 
upcoming Social Venture Fund trip. She was always positive; she stayed optimistic to the very end. 

Phyllis was an incredible, loving, giving, friend. There was never any doubt with Phyllis that she was on 
your side, that she was there for you. She listened; she heard; she cared. 

Phyllis was fun. We had great times. We laughed. We played. We traveled together. We went to classes 
together. We went to museums together.  I loved going to museums with Phyllis – she was the only 
person outside my family who, when we went to a museum, would stop, and spend time at each object, 
not willing to miss even one thing. 

Phyllis was not only an active friend; she was an active member of our community. She was on the 
board of many organizations – in the car, on the way to her last visit to Memorial Sloan Kettering Cancer 
Center, she was on the phone, participating in discussions about investments in the Negev. Like 
everything Phyllis did, she went all in. She never wanted honors or plaudits. She did what she did 
without fanfare but with passion because she knew it was right. 

Phyllis was an incredible, potent force for caring, for justice, and for equality. When she saw injustice, 
she took concrete steps to right it. She didn’t donate passively. She didn’t just join a committee. She set 
the direction. She led by example. She spoke out and made sure we understood what she saw, what 
needed to be done. Phyllis acted and inspired us to act. Many times, I told Phyllis that she’d gotten me 
on the train – I might be getting off in Chicago, but she was going all the way to the coast. She’d smile 
and keep pushing for me to stay on the train, to keep going with her. 

I am a much better person because Phyllis was, and remains, a part of my life. 

Phyllis lived Deuteronomy: Tzedek, Tzedek, Tirdof : “justice, justice you shall pursue.” 

She was a passionate advocate for the Bedouin community. She constantly pushed our MetroWest 
community in that endeavor. She insisted, that our Federation to be part of this organization because of 
the work that we do here. This organization was very special to Phyllis, crucial to her understanding of 
how to take effective action towards true shared society in Israel. 

But, for Phyllis, advocacy was not enough. She was hands-on, direct, person-to-person. Every year she 
spent six weeks in the Negev teaching in Bedouin communities. She’d leave her comfortable home in 
Westfield N.J., and head off to the Negev. Unlike the way most of us might do it, she didn’t rent a room. 
She chose to share her students’ lives by going home each night with a different student. She was, 
literally, a nomad. After class, someone would take her to an isolated junction in the desert, drop her 
off, and then she would wait there, alone, for the next driver to bring her to the next home. I didn’t 



realize that she never told Bob about this arrangement – she told me and, yes, I thought she was crazy. 
But she didn’t want to worry Bob. 

The Talmud tells us that in each generation there are 36 righteous individuals upon whose merit the 
world exists – the lamed vav tzaddikim. With her life devoted to justice, to personal integrity, to 
kindness and caring, to leadership, to humility, I know that Phyllis was one of them. 

We all have been touched and changed by Phyllis. She is a beacon for us all. I know we all will continue 
to be inspired by her in giving voice to the unheard, in spreading justice in the world. 

Together, we will carry her memory and her torch forward. 

 


