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Rabbi Michael S. Beals January 23, 2008
Arlene Miller

Yona Leah bat Chanan
June 20, 1945 – January 19, 2008

There is a mystical teaching in Judaism which states that if a person should

pass away on the Jewish Sabbath, they must have been a particularly righteous

person. This past January 19th, the date of Arlene’s passing was, in fact Shabbat,

and be it her family, her colleagues, or her many students whose lives she

transformed, I think all would agree, that Arlene was a righteous person.

We gather to remember Arlene in a week where Jewish people, the world

over, are studying and chanting the same Torah portion: Parashat Yitro, taken

from the Book of Exodus. This Torah portion is universally known by Jews,

Christians and Moslems alike, for this is the Torah portion when God reveals the

Ten Commandments, Ha Asseret Ha Dibrut, in Hebrew, at Mount Sinai. This

Torah portion speaks to Arlene’s life in two fundamental ways. First, Moses, who

explains these laws to the ancient Israelites, is known in Hebrew, as Moshe

Rebeynu, that is, Moses our Teacher. In Jewish traditional circles, Jewish men and

women never say simply, Moses, rather it is always Moshe Rebeynu, Moses, Our

Teacher. To say Moses, without his title, Our Teacher, would simply not be

showing him the respect he deserves. I think the same is true for Arlene … Arlene
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Rebeynu. Be it teaching mathematics to her students for more than 21 years in

the Garnett School District, or basic English language, Math and Science skills

during her tenure at the Albert Einstein Academy, the only Jewish Day School in

the State of Delaware, be it teaching how to teach to her young faculty friends, or

teaching basic life lessons to her family, Arlene was always teaching. She was

worthy of the title, Arlene Rebeynu, Arlene, Our Teacher, as you will soon come

to see through her life story.

What is also remarkable about this Torah portion, Yitro, is that it is one of

only a scarce few in the Five Books of Moses named for a non-Jew. Yitro, Jethro

in English, is Moses’ father-in-law, High Priest of Midian. It is Yitro who observes

the Israelites waiting in line for hours upon hours in the grueling hot sun, while his

son-in-law, adjudicates every single case brought to his attention: from the

Biblical equivalent of parking tickets to homicides. It is Yitro who suggests that

Moses choose qualified judges to listen to the minor cases, while Moses reserve

himself for the really challenging cases involving crimes of greater magnitudes.

What is truly remarkable is that Moses is open to receiving this advice from a

person outside his culture AND acting on it. As you will learn, or as you may

already know, Arlene, like Moses, was more than capable of reaching across
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cultures. She was absolutely dedicated to celebrating diversity in her classroom

and among her colleagues. Her commitment to multicultural exploration made

lunch times at her school a true delight.

Arlene was born on June 20, 1945, the eldest of three children born to

Henry and Shirley Levine of Stamford, Connecticut. Gail cannot be with us today

but I believe we are blessed to have Arlene’s brother, Evan, with us. Arlene’s

father owned a clothing store in town, and he was a good business man. In her

youth she was involved in Jewish youth groups. Her first cousin, Marc,

remembers joint family vacations in Florida. He remembers that she was their

Grandpa Benny’s princess. In childhood, it used to irk him just a little. Arlene

never forgot that. Recently, when Arlene miraculously awoke from a medically

induced coma, Marc asked her what she experienced. Arlene said that it was a

near-death experience, but instead of seeing the proverbial white light at the end

of a tunnel, she saw Grandpa Benny. “Grandpa Benny?!” exclaimed Marc. “Well,

what did he say?” Arlene looked at Marc, and not missing a beat, said: “He told

me he liked me best!” That was Arlene. Always quick witted, and often using

that wit to make others feel comfortable, in this case a beloved first cousin who

was worried sick for her. In time, Arlene’s love would extend to Marc’s wife,
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Maya, who felt as if Arlene were a sister to her, and their child, Morgan. Morgan

credited Arlene for helping her through the most challenging transition of her life,

as she struggled with a new school situation when her family moved to

Tennessee. Marc said that Arlene was a true matriarch, representing the very best

qualities of their family, and that he always looked up to her as his personal hero.

Arlene graduated Rippowam High School in 1963. From there she went on

to Southern Connecticut State University, where she earned her Bachelors Degree

in Education in 1967. She would later return to her alma mater, to complete an

MA in Education in 1977. It was while attending university that she met the love

of her life, Richard Lawrence Miller. Arlene was only 19 at the time. They met at

a USY – United Synagogue Youth event. Richard was also attending university,

over at Quinnipiac. It was a great time in their lives. She was a striking brunette,

with lovely hazel eyes, a beautiful complexion … and boy, was she quick-witted.

She could give Richard a run for his money, and he loved that in her. Physically,

they were both on the short side – Arlene was 5’ 2”, Richard, 5’ 4”. But they had

HUGE personalities, they literally filled up a room! Her family would later say that

Arlene and Richard had a wonderful synergy. The Baal Shem Tov, the 18th century

Eastern European rabbi and founder of Hasidism, describes each person as being
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like a lit candle, with his or her own unique flame. When two people fall in love

and marry, they join their individual candle flames together and create a shaft of

light so bright that it reaches right up to heaven. So it was for Arlene and Richard.

Richard would grow to become Arlene’s protector, her hero, and her entrée into

the Jewish world, having himself grown up in an Orthodox household. They were

married on July 3, 1966, after a courtship of just a little under two years. They

remained happily married for 22 years until Richard was killed in a freak accident

while helping someone else during a snow storm. How she was able to pick

herself up after that and keep going, as a single mom with a fifteen year-old and

an eleven year-old to raise alone, is truly a miracle and a testimony to her

strength of character.

Arlene and Richard made their first home in Milford, Connecticut. Arlene

began teaching K – 4, and spent some memorable years teaching in inner – city

situations. These experiences would, no doubt, play a role in shaping her later

sensitivity to diversity, and her commitment to bringing cultural diversity training

into her classroom situations when working for more homogenous school

districts.
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Arlene stopped professionally teaching in the classroom when her first son,

Tyler, was born in 1972. However, she really never stopped educating. Rather,

she became a life teacher to her son. Perhaps the most important step Arlene

took in Tyler’s education, was sending him to Westown boarding school. Tyler

had been in a very white, Anglo-Saxon Protestant public school, where Jews were

as rare as Blue Moons. By moving to the Quaker-based Westown School, he and

his brother, David, were exposed to great diversity. The school gave him a sense

of community and strengthened in himself, a greater sense of responsibility. As a

then-single mother, Arlene chose this educational path for her children at great

economic sacrifice to herself.

Tyler said that the best lesson his mother ever taught him was the lesson of

unconditional love. Tyler had made some decisions which had placed barriers up

between him and his mother, apparently very high barriers according to Tyler.

Then at one point Tyler found himself in a particularly desperate place in his life,

and he reached out to his mother for help, expecting rejection. But that’s not

what happened. Rather, Tyler says his mother responded with “I’m here to help

you.” Tyler feels he did not deserve that response, but that is, never-the-less,

how his mother responded. And it was this response from his mother that helped



7 | P a g e

him get through his crisis and go on to become the success he has become. Like

his mother, Tyler, too, is committed to education, working as an administrator in

a college.

Because of Arlene’s love for Tyler, Tyler was able to find love. Kari, Tyler’s

wife, shared that even before they were engaged, Arlene presented her with a

special locket Tyler’s dad had given to her. It was a welcome to the family gift,

and an expression of Arlene’s hope that Tyler and Kari would become engaged

and marry. What a special blessing the birth of Tyler and Kari’s first born

daughter, Eliana must have been to Arlene some five and one half months ago.

Arlene’s hope and love rewarded with the birth of a granddaughter. May Arlene’s

stories of unconditional love sustain Eliana in the years ahead.

David, Arlene’s second son, was born in 1976. He particularly remembers

his mother’s sense of humor – like placing a scantily-clad photograph of himself,

in big rubber boots, on her mantelpiece for all to admire. He, too appreciated the

sacrifices she made to send him to Westown. I am sure, as a person dedicated to

education, Arlene was so proud to watch David pursue higher education at Villa

Nova, where he earned his law degree. He had planned to move to Centre City

Philadelphia, and help move his mom there too when Arlene’s lung cancer took
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its aggressive toll on her. David put his own plans on hold and has dedicated the

last two and one half months to his mother’s care. He told me quite frankly that

his mother was his best friend. Now is the time for us to help care for David, for

care givers need care too. I hope he knows that he will be warmly welcomed into

the growing 20’s/30’s community at Congregation Beth Shalom, where both he

and his brother celebrated their bar mitzvah and confirmation ceremonies, and

where the Miller Family made their spiritual home for many years.

Through her husband Richard, Arlene found her love of Judaism. It was first

expressed through her years of service in the entering Gan program at Albert

Einstein Academy, the only Jewish Day School serving this part of Pennsylvania

and all of Delaware. Arlene’s position is now held by Mrs. Falkenberg. I share this

with you because my daughter, Ariella, graduated from Gan into First Grade this

past year. I cannot begin to tell you the positive affect Mrs. Falkenberg had on my

Ariella, opening her eyes to the world of reading, writing, science, math –

everything needed to complement the Judaica and Hebrew Language curriculum

now provided lovingly by Mrs. Arlene Davis, and back our Arlene’s time, provided

lovingly by Mrs. Ita Kneppler. Based on my daughter’s experiences, I can only

imagine how many beautiful children were touched and permanently changed for
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the better through Arlene’s guidance at this early age. And I imagine that, like

myself, there must be countless numbers of parents who will always be grateful

to Arlene for what she did for their children.

We do know, that with her 21 years of service to the Garnet Valley School

District, beginning in 1987, Arlene did touch the lives of thousands of students –

some of whom have gone to distinguish themselves in math, science and

engineering. It should be especially noted that as a woman, Arlene did much, by

example, with her specialty in math, to inspire other young girls to pursue math

and science – fields normally dominated by men. Arlene was recognized by her

students with many student-nominated awards through her long and dedicated

years of teaching in the public school system, among them: the Golden Apple.

Judaism is in love with the notions of tsedaka, loosely translated as

“charity” but really meaning “justice,” as well as tikkun olam , Hebrew for

“repairing the world.” So imagine how beautiful it was for Arlene to combine her

Jewish values with her love of teaching, and creating Math-a-thons, her

equivalent of spelling bees, in order to help her students to raise money for

worthwhile causes. Such worthy organizations as St. Jude’s benefited from her

students’ efforts. She often helped her students create their own social action
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mitzvah projects, like a program to provide shoes for the homeless of

Philadelphia. Tyler said that his mom was on the cutting edge of “service

learning” projects – focusing on her students’ individuality in creating projects

which would resonate personally with each child.

David shared the story of one student from Asia who was placed in an

English as a Second Language program. When she did not want to do the work,

she would say in broken English: “I no understand.” But Arlene took time to

observe her, and noticed that in social situations, her English was very fluent. So

Arlene worked to bring out the girls abilities and talents. The young lady, with

Arlene’s determined guidance shed her excuses, applied herself, and excelled.

And this story, above others, gave Arlene great personal pride, and perhaps

summed up her approach to teaching.

Many of Arlene’s students must have looked forward to her monthly multi-

cultural luncheons. Arlene would work with a different student and their families

each month, and have them create a lunch from their family’s culture, as a way of

exposing all the students to the multi-cultural world outside their classroom, as

well as developing a sense of pride in each of the students’ unique ethnic
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backgrounds. Arlene had a way of bringing the vastness and variety of the world

into her classroom.

It should be of no surprise, then, that in her private life, Arlene loved to

travel. She always made friends on her cruises, and then would do visit her new

friends in their home countries. Arlene was particularly enamored of the United

Kingdom, had a special love for the museums, theatre, and high tea with scones

and clotted cream of London – and there is a dear friend in Scotland, who has

taken news of Arlene’s passing particularly hard. Aside from traveling in the lap

of luxury on the renowned QE2, she also traveled on the more exotic and

certainly less common Orient Express. In her home you can find a map of the

world, with push pins representing all the countries she had visited. Among other

good traits, she has passed on this love of travel to her son, David.

Arlene had to overcome many hardships in her life, challenges in her

childhood, becoming a widow much too early in life, being a single mom. She was

always able to overcome every obstacle until the lung cancer which took her life.

But even in her struggle with cancer, she did not let the cancer define her. Rather

with her love of life and care for others, her interactions even in these last two

months have always been about the other person: how are they doing, how can



12 | P a g e

she help, what guidance can she offer. She was armed with both a sense of

dignity as well as what her boys call a “bone-dry” humor. Perhaps, through

example, Arlene taught as much about dying as she did about living.

We began by talking about this week’s Torah portion, famous for its

presentation of the Ten Commandments, the foundation of Western Civilization.

We talked of their presentor: Moshe Rebeynu, Moses our Teacher, and how in

traditional Judaism, you never say Moses’ name without adding his title, Our

Teacher. Well, I think, now it is safe to accord the same honor to Arlene, for in

reviewing her life, both in the classroom and in her living room, Arlene to her

family and students alike, was always Our Teacher. May Arlene Rebeynu’s

memory be for a blessing and make we try to heed well the many lessons she

tried to teach us over her lifetime, and may we apply those lessons in our daily

lives. In this way she will continue to live on and influence the world through her

vision, and to that, let us say amen.


