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When faced with a death, rabbis will often consult the Torah portion corresponding to the date
of passing to find guidance and comfort. David passed away in the week when Jews throughout the
world were reading from chapters 12 and 13 of Leviticus, the Torah portion called Tazriah. At first
glance, it is hard to imagine what message one might take away from these verses which tell of the
Israelite man or woman afflicted by leprosy, and thus separated out from the community until such time
as the High Priest declared the leper ritually pure and able to return to the camp.

In reading through some of the press clippings leading up to David’s tragic death, we begin to
understand the terrible toll the label “leper” must have had on the person afflicted with this disease,
and moreover, the impact the disease must have had on the leper’s family. Nowhere in the bible does
our sacred text give voice to the leper. So too, David’s silence as he faced what must have been
unbearable emotional turmoil as he tried to protect his family takes our breath away. However, unlike
the leper in this week’s Torah portion, David was someone who strove to bring people closer, not to
drive them away, and this closeness began with his own family.

He learned this love of family from his mother, Marilyn, and his father Joseph. They created a
loving family, beginning with Leslie, followed by Paul, David, and baby sister, Karen. Leslie would raise
three fine sons of her own: Andrew, Austin and Alec. Paul would marry Karen, and together would have
Chloe, Kala and Bryce. And Karen would marry Trent, and they would raise Danielle and Jason. All
around him, David was blessed with loving family, which he could emulate when he married Karen, and
raise his own amazing three sons, Mitchell, Adam and Cory.

David also knew the value of a good education. Although he began and completed his high
school education at Brandywine High School, where he graduated in 1986, in between, thanks to the
good people at DuPont, David was afforded international experiences attending schools in Hong Kong
and Geneva. Each move caused David and his siblings to circle the wagons and grow closer together as
they adjusted to their new surroundings. Of course there were also the sports, be it soccer, skiing,
baseball, or his high school swim team. David continued his pursuit of academic excellence, graduating
with honors from Penn State with a degree in finance in 1990. David has clearly passed down his love of
sports, pursuit of academic excellence, and most important, his love of family to his three boys.
Mitchell, Adam and Cory are all avid sportsmen and top academic achievers at Tower Hill, and have
been a constant source of pride to both David and Karen.

Karen. It has always been Karen. From the seventh grade on, it was always Karen. David and
Karen hung out with the same group of friends, innocent flirting in the front of the locker, in retrospect,
may have been David’s attempt to unsuccessfully move his friendship with Karen to the next level.
Despite the 170 mile distance between State College, Pennsylvania and Newark, Delaware, the love
between these two undergrads only got stronger, with dear Marlene Gross’ road trip to State College
making Karen and David’s feelings for each other crystal clear, even if that was not the original intention



of the road trip. The subsequent letter writing back-and-forth, which seems so alien in an age of instant
messaging and texting, only helped add an additional level of romance to their relationship.

Karen and David were married at the Hotel DuPont on February 8, 1992 – following a long-
standing tradition of Mengden siblings marrying nice Jewish boys or girls, which explains why I am the
unofficial Mengden family rabbi. As Karen looks back on her 19 years of marriage, she says she could
not hope for a more easy-going, loving, thoughtful man to balance her out. She recalled one birthday
where David made a six hour plus roundtrip from Delaware to Manhattan and back, just to bring back
the most perfect birthday cake from the very best bakery to celebrate her birthday. Together, with their
boys, they had a Disneyworld addiction, despite the 15-hour car-ride. And under Karen’s influence,
David became a foodie, traveling far and wide for the perfect meal, including the joys of matzah ball
soup and mile-high corn beef sandwiches from Carnegie Deli. I also want to express my special
condolences to both Karen, and her mother Ma

Mitchell, born in 1994, Adam, born in 1997, and Cory, born, um, later in 1997, were the apples
of his eye. He proudly got them all up to Sklemar Camp, in Maine. And David dutifully drove his boys to
all their fellow campers’ bar mitzvahs, often travelling long roundtrip distances to and from New York,
and never kvetching. In fact, shortly after David’s passing, the boys’ friends were meeting, and they all
commented how Mr. Mengden was always there for them, always driving them where they needed to
go, from car pools to sporting events. And it is hard to keep count of all the different sports teams David
coached, always supporting his boys. He took special pride in Cory’s amazing singing ability, which I can
personally attest to when he sang the Misheberach healing prayer at a recent bar mitzvah at my
synagogue, during the Torah service (boys – it’s never too late to have a bar mitzvah). All three boys
have demonstrated their musical abilities through their piano lessons. And the boys’ piano teacher said
that she has never seen a more dedicated dad, with real staying power. David was such a supportive
and ever-present parent, that other parents came to rely on him as well, when they were late coming to
pick up their kids.

If David had one fault, it was his ability to keep things to himself, a skill he first acquired in
childhood. He was sometimes known as a cool cucumber. Add to his cool, quiet demeanor was his
desire to protect his family, at all costs. Had he opened his eyes a little wider he would have seen
parents, siblings and in-laws, all willing and eager to help him, had he only asked. And as much as David
has taught us, through his life, to put his family first, through his death he has also taught us the
importance of also turning to your family when you need help. I wanted to stress to you today, that this
wonderful, handsome, loving man spent 43 years living his life, and it is vital, in our pain and loss, that
we do not let his death, which took but a moment, to overshadow the 43 years of life in which he
touched so many peoples’ lives. I just finished reading through the on-line condolence book at The
News Journal site, and there were loving entries from California, Massachusetts, Maryland, Florida and
Tennessee, in addition to closer locales. Unlike the leper in this week’s Torah portion, David brought
people closer to him through his goodness and desire to serve others. May David be our teacher in all
things. May we be inspired by his achievements, especially with his family values, and may we be
forewarned by his mistakes, especially by reaching out to our loved ones when we are in trouble. In this



way we will be able to say of David, zichrona l’vracha – may his memory be for a blessing, and let us all
say amen.


