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Rabbi Michael Beals April 6, 2009

Congregation Beth Shalom Wilmington, DE

Kenneth Levine

Yitkhak ben Tsvi u’Bracha

March 23, 1961 – April 14, 2009

Too young. Much too young. Kenneth Levine deserved a much longer life.

His family deserved that he have a much longer life. Ken’s premature death is not

about what anyone deserved. As we prepare to rid our homes of hametz

tomorrow night and begin the Festival of Pesah on Wednesday night, I am

reminded that the force of all our customs and laws lies in this one, simple

mitzvah: we are supposed see ourselves as having been slaves and, through the

generosity of an all-knowing, all-compassionate God, becoming free people.

Having worked closely with Ken over this past year with his heroic fight against

cancer, I know that in many ways, this awful disease made Ken feel like a slave.

He, better than most Jews, understood the phrase we say at the seder table:

avadim hayinu, we were slaves unto Pharaoh in Egypt. Ken’s Pharaoh was colon

cancer. And although I, we, especially his family, will sorely miss him, I would like

to think that he is now b’nei horin, a free person – free of pain, free of fear and

anxiety, free of the denigration which were the by products of the cancer. I am
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not sure if these Pesah-oriented thoughts can bring much comfort, but it is the

best I could muster in this overwhelmingly sad situation.

It was not sadness but joy that heralded the birth of Kenneth, the first born

child of Harold and Barbara Levine on March 23, 1961, in Brooklyn, New York.

The status of the first born is always of prime importance at this Passover season,

as first born boys are commanded to fast on the day before Passover in memory

of the first born of the Egyptians who were killed, the tenth plague, a fate which

was spared our ancient Hebrew slave ancestors when the Angel of Death passed

over the Jewish homes whose lintels were marked with the blood of the lamb. I

mention this central Jewish story because Judaism was central to Kenneth’s life.

He had his bar mitzvah at B’nei Israel in Fairfield, Connecticut but he must have

really paid attention in Hebrew school. He was a quite the Torah reader at our

congregation, and in fact our cantor, Ruth Ross, had him signed up to chant

Torah, in his incredible baritone voice, this past Shabbat. Even during the fight of

his life against cancer, he told me that he was concerned that he would not be

able to fulfill the commitment he had made, and he wanted to give the cantor

plenty of time to find a replacement. Now THAT’S a mench!
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Our former cantor, Hazzan Michael Horwitz had such kind things to say

about Ken, who he knew very well, that I wanted to share them with you at this

time:

I never had Life Insurance until over a year after my family left Wilmington and

moved to Altoona. It was Ken Levine's interest in my well being for my family etc.

and his assistance with ideas etc. that finally convinced me to take action. I had

looked into it for many years but never did anything about it. Thanks to

Ken Levine, I did purchase Life Insurance in late 2008. Ken was a kind and gentle

man who had a unique sense of humor. His voice had that baritone broadcaster

quality to it and once joked with him that he would make a great radio sports

broadcaster for the Blue Rocks or Phillies and he always found that amusing.

He danced with my son Elliott and the rest of my family at Miriam’s bat mitzvah

party and he was just a genuinely fun person to be around. He cared deeply

about his family and just had a precious neshamah.

Ken was the oldest of three children born to Harold and Barbara Levine. In

just a moment Barbara’s sister, Arlene, will be sharing with you her thoughts

about her beloved nephew. Of Kenneth’s two younger siblings, Steven and
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Jennifer, Jennifer will also be addressing you shortly to share her feelings about

her big brother.

Ken graduated from Andrew Ward High School in 1979. In his youth, there

was a pond that would freeze up behind his home. It was on that frozen pond

that Ken taught himself how to skate and he became so proficient that he became

goalie for his school hockey team. He eventually became an assistant coach, and

one of the students in his charge eventually went on to play for the Majors. This

story illustrates Ken’s early value for hard work and for being a self-starter. Ken’s

mother also shared with me that when Ken was somewhere between ten and

twelve, a young age to be sure, Ken took himself to Weight Watchers because he

wanted to lose weight and be healthy. Again, this story, early in Ken’s life,

demonstrates his value of hard work and being a self-starter. These values would

stay with him for the rest of his life. He also maintained the friendships made in

high school and college for the rest of his life as well. Ken was a loyal friend as

demonstrated by the people who came from great distances, with very little

notice, to be with us this morning.

Ken continued his higher education at Sacred Heart University, earning a

Bachelor of Arts in Political Science in 1985. Ken loved talking politics. He was
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passionate about politics. His mother told me she felt, at first, that Ken was just

argumentative. But later, alas framed by the recollections of others after her

son’s passing, she came to understand that what she thought was being

argumentative was really deep passion, deep caring, something she has come to

respect. Both Ken’s mother, and his wife, Linda, told me that staying informed of

current events was one of Ken’s deepest values. He felt that people, including his

two daughters, who he loved deeply, had no excuse to say “they didn’t know

what was going on.” After all, that’s what average Germans said about the

Holocaust during the War. Ken Levine insisted that we all have a duty to know

what’s going on.

After graduating high school, Ken worked for three years at Caldor

Department Store, in sporting goods, honing his customer service skills that would

create the foundation for his professional life in the years ahead. From Caldor, he

went on to Chase Manhattan Bank, where he would spend the next 12 years

moving up the ranks of the company, from teller to a customer service

representative.

It was during this time in his life that he met the young Linda Rozans, at a

synagogue dance for young singles in New Rochelle, New York. Linda found Ken
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to be very talkative, which she thought was a good thing, and she found him to be

very nice. He insisted on seeing her just a few days later and they realized that

they really liked each other. Their courtship lasted two years, and there were

many highlights, including a vacation to Canada. They were married on June 14,

1987, at the Fountain Head in New Rochelle. They honeymooned in Montreal

and made their first home in Bronxville, New York. Job opportunities took the

young couple, first to Fairfield, Connecticut, where Beth Shalom’s former rabbi,

Dan Satlow, now serves, and finally, thanks to a position with Household Finance,

they moved to Delaware in 1999. After working for several other mortgage

companies, Kenneth felt he had learned enough to make the brave move in 2004

to become an independent salesman, selling Life Insurance. All the work and life

experience he had gained over the years, starting with his salesman position at

Caldor’s, would now put him in good stead to work for himself. Hard work was

one of Kenneth’s most important values. And had it not been for the cancer, plus

the downturn in the economy, there is no doubt that Ken would have been very

successful.

Ken was very successful as a father. Rachel, his eldest, was born in 1988,

and Miriam, his youngest, in 1993. I had the great honor of officiating at Miriam’s
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bat mitzvah almost three years ago, where I met many of you gathered here

today for the first time. The pride which Ken felt was palatable – just look at the

bat mitzvah photos. Ken, along with Linda, proudly placed the tallit on Miriam’s

shoulders. Ken proudly placed the Torah in Miriam’s arms, signifying his and

Linda’s hope that Miriam would pass down our religion to a next generation.

Ken’s own enthusiastic love of the Jewish people, represented by not one but two

long-term volunteer visits to Israel, where he worked for the benefit of the

country, was another value he hoped to pass down to both Miriam and Rachel.

He loved to talk to them about politics, about sports, to sway them to his love of

the Mets. Linda shared with me that Rachel, the oldest, went along with this love

of the Mets for a while until she developed her own opinions. But it was debate,

over sports, over politics, over theology, over anything that really animated Ken.

His mother shared with me that she recently learned that in his high school year

book, Ken commented that if he could be remembered for anything, it would be

for his honesty. And so we can chalk that up as another one of Kenneth’s

strongly-held values, along with caring for his family, working hard, staying

informed, and his dedication to Judaism and the Jewish people, embodied in the

State of Israel.
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At this Passover season, we are celebrating our transformation from slavery

to freedom. For Ken, it is clear that his slavery was the cancer which plagued him

for this past year. He is now free from that slavery. But in remembering Kenneth

Levine, let us not let his battle with cancer define him, just as we do not let our

experience as an enslaved people define our Judaism. Our slavery is part of who

we were just as Ken’s cancer was part of who he was, but our religion is much

more than our slave past, and Ken’s life was far more than the cancer that took

his life. May Ken be remembered for all the good things he did and for the clear

values for which he stood, and above all, may his life be remembered as a

blessing, and let us all say amen.


