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Rabbi Michael S. Beals October 27, 2010

Shirley Levy

Sara bat Avraham Ha Levy

October 26, 1926 – October 25, 2010

I went through all the records at Congregation Beth Shalom, where Shirley

Levy was a life member, as were her parents before her, but I could not find any

proof that Shirley’s Hebrew name was Sarah. But this week, Jews all around the

world are reading the Torah portion, Chayei Sarah, which explicitly describes the

funeral of our matriarch, Sarah, and implicitly alludes to what a wonderful woman

she was. So I think this is a hint from Above that Shirley’s Hebrew name must

have been Sarah.

Just as we read about Abraham’s efforts to buy a burial plot in Hebron’s

Cave of Machpela and accord his Sarah all the funeral rites afforded by our

tradition, so too we come to honor Shirley’s memory by gathering to bid her

farewell. The biblical Matriarch, Sarah, was clearly a strong-minded, opinionated

woman, not at all afraid to take on the Establishment, and our Shirley shared

many of those same characteristics. Gail, her niece and caretaker of 25 years,

told me that her aunt certainly gave her a run for her money, as well as the

Administration at Bnai Brith House, a place she called home for the past 23 years.
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Shirley was the youngest child born to Abraham and Jenny Levy, on

October 26, 1926, right here in what was the Jewish neighborhood of Wilmington.

Her father, Abraham, was one of eight children. He came over from Russia with

his father, and his family was one of the founding Jewish families in Wilmington,

and later Abraham would become one of the founding families of Congregation

Beth Shalom in the early 1920’s. Abraham worked very hard so that his younger

brothers could go to university, becoming among Wilmington’s first Jewish

doctors and dentists. Loyalty to family was a trait Abraham held dear, and it

would become an enduring family value he would pass down.

Aaron was the eldest child born to Abraham and Jenny. He, like his father,

was a hard worker. He raised four very devoted children, one of whom, Ronnie,

would loving care for him in Buffalo, in his later years. Aaron used to love to

speak to his sister, Shirley on the phone, and it must have been a terrible loss to

Shirley when he passed away in 2001.

Edith, Shirley’s baby sister was the achiever of the family. She was the one

who got straight A’s in school, who went on to college, and in time would marry,

and have two extraordinary girls. One of those girls, Anne, would take her Aunt

Shirley on outings to Longwood Gardens, something I am sure Shirley cherished.
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Shirley was born with certain intellectual challenges at a time when the

school system, nor society for that matter, was capable of dealing with children

with such challenges. As a result, the schools failed her. So Shirley’s mother,

Jenny, took it upon herself to home school her, teaching her how to read and to

write, because she saw potential in her child. She also sheltered her daughter

because of her challenges. As a result, Shirley never went on a date, never

fended for herself, never had the opportunity to do anything for herself. Shirley’s

mother sequestered her and that is how Shirley lived until her mother died in

1978. Shirley was now 52 and never lived anywhere but in the home of her

parents.

The plan was then for Shirley to go live with her sister Edith and her family.

Alas, that was not to be because Edith died the next year, in 1979. Shirley’ father,

Aaron, created a trust for his daughter, and she began to have her first taste of

independence – and she relished it. Meanwhile, Edith’s other daughter, Gail,

made a promise to her grandfather, Abraham, that she would take her of her

aunt. At the time, Abraham warned Gail that she would be a handful. But the

same family loyalty that inspired Abraham to work so his siblings could go on to

college was at work here, when Gail made her promise to watch over her Aunt
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Shirley. That was more than two decades ago, and although never thanked, Gail

never broke her word to her grandfather.

As a Depression Era child, Shirley was in the habit of collecting things and

not discarding them. This earned the ire of the Bnai Brith House Administration,

so during Shirley’s beloved junkets to Atlantic City, (she once won a $1500 jack

pot),Gail would come down from her home in New York City to clean and

straighten the apartment. Shirley certainly did not like the intervention, but it

kept Gail’s Aunt Shirley in her home, and that is truly all that mattered.

Shirley had so many friends in her home at Bnai Brith. They perhaps loved

the fact that she would crusade for them against the Bnai Brith Administration if

she thought something needed to be fixed. And almost contrary to the crusading

personality, there was a certain innocence about Shirley that everyone found

endearing. She also had a healthy ego. Because of certain health issues, Shirley

was not able to vote in the primaries this year. When she learned that her

beloved Mike Castle had lost, she said that had she been able to vote, he

would’ve won, her vote would’ve made the difference.

During her three months at Kutz Home, she became beloved by a whole

new set of friends, led by beloved in house social worker and fellow Beth Shalom
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congregant, Myrna Ryder. She would give Gail regular reports on how her aunt

was faring. She was very well liked. And when she returned home, recently, to

Bnai Brith House, there was a lobby full of friends to greet her.

Her last best and dearest friend was her aide, Chris. Chris would take

Shirley out on car rides, giving her a new sense of independence which she highly

valued, and there was the nightgown she bought her, and even the balloons for

her birthday. And ironically, Shirley died just one day shy of her 84th birthday.

But most important, Shirley did not die alone. Chris was there by her side, and for

that, and so much more, Chris has earned the undying gratitude of all of Shirley’s

family and extended family, starting with Gail.

The Torah portion this week opens with these words: And the life of Sarah

was 100 years and 20 years and seven years, and this was the life of Sarah. Rashi,

the great medieval rabbi and biblical commentator finds meaning in this

expanded description, as the text could have just said: “Sara was 127 years old

when she died.” Rashi explains, “when Sarah was 100 years old she had the

beauty of a 20 year old, and at 20 years old she had the innocence of a 7 year

old.” Perhaps beauty and innocence, the words Rashi used to describe our

Biblical Matriarch, Sarah, are also appropriate in remembering our Shirley as well.
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Like Sarah in this week’s Torah portion, we also reluctantly bid our friend Shirley

Levy a fond farewell. Of her death, the Torah says “And Sarah was gathered unto

her kin.” We hope that Shirley, too, has now been gathered unto her kin, into the

presence of her adoring siblings, Aaron and Edith, as well as the protecting

embrace of her parents, Jenny and Abraham. May Shirley’s memory be for a

blessing, zichrona l’bracha, and let us say amen.


