Neither Tiring
NOR RETIRING!
Stepping back…so the community can
continue moving forward BY RABBI YOSSY GOLDMAN

By now most of you will have probably
heard the news from Sydenham Shul of
my forthcoming transition. As the longest-serving rabbi in our shul’s history,
after over 34 years of service, I have
been honoured to become our shul’s
Rabbi Emeritus for Life as of Pesach
2021. At that time, my dear friend and
colleague, Rabbi Yehuda Stern, will assume the position of rabbi and spiritual
leader of our shul. I will, however, still
be on active duty until Pesach 2022,
and, as Rabbi Emeritus, look forward to
playing a meaningful role in the shul,
please G-d, for many years to come.
This decision has taken us many
months of thinking, deliberating, debating, and, yes, agonising. In the end, we
reached this conclusion for both communal and personal reasons. I strongly
believe it is imperative for shuls to plan
proactively for the future. We dare not
allow our congregations to go into de-
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cline and simply await the inevitable, as
has been the case with other shuls here
and around the world. If we are to grow
the shul and attract younger families, we
will need new approaches, fresh ideas,
and, indeed, new blood.
I am extremely proud that the spiritual and lay leadership of our shul have
worked on this forward-thinking development together with mutual respect
and absolute harmony. We are doing
this while our congregation is still a vibrant hub of activity and a trailblazer in
our Jewish community. By being proactive and far-sighted, I pray that we will
continue to be worthy of the recently
lamented Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks’
description of Sydenham Shul as “one

of the great synagogues of the Englishspeaking world”.
On a personal side, I have for a long
time wanted to have more time to
write. I will also welcome the prospect
of doing lectures and speaking events
internationally.
I cannot emphasise enough that, for
me, this is a transition and not a retirement. Both my wife Rochel and I are,
thank G-d, well, ﬁt, and full of life and
vitality and, with Hashem’s help, we
fully intend to keep on going for many
years to come.
I don’t believe in retirement. I never
have. Transitioning, yes; retiring, no. I
remember back in 1972, on the occasion of his 70th birthday, my saintly
mentor and teacher, the Lubavitcher
Rebbe of righteous memory, addressed
thousands of his followers. He announced that people were now telling
him to slow down, to take it easy, maybe have a holiday (incredibly, the Rebbe
never took a day oﬀ in his life!) and basically step back a bit as he had now
reached ‘three score and ten’. His response? No way! In fact, he called for
the establishment that year of at least
71 new institutions.
The Rebbe wanted to make sure no
one thought he was planning on slowing down. And it wasn’t because he was
a workaholic, but because he believed
passionately that this was G-d’s plan for
all of us and that, in following that
path, we ﬁnd our own personal happiness and ultimate fulﬁlment. The word
“retirement” simply did not appear in
the Rebbe’s lexicon. Life must always be
productive, purposeful, and meaningful, he believed. As long as we breathe,
we all have a responsibility to keep
making the world a better place in
whichever way each of us is able.

I DON’T BELIEVE IN RETIREMENT. I NEVER HAVE.
TRANSITIONING, YES; RETIRING, NO.
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I MAY BE OPENING A NEW CHAPTER, BUT I AM
NOT CLOSING THE OLD BOOK.
Rabbi David Hollander, olov hasholom, was a regular visitor to South Africa
over many years. He was one of the USA’s leading rabbis, serving as President of
the Rabbinical Council of America. Both the late Rabbi Tanzer and I considered
him a friend and mentor. I learned a great deal from him when I was embarking
on the path of congregational rabbinics. While he was a graduate of Yeshiva University, in mid-life he became an ardent admirer of the Rebbe. In his later years,
when he was ready to retire, he went to the Rebbe to ask for his consent and
blessing. The Rebbe would hear nothing of it. “The Rabbinate for life!” he insisted. Rabbi Hollander would later quip, “I got a life sentence!”
So, let me assure you that I am not retiring to the coast to spend my life going ﬁshing. Indeed, it is my intention to continue to work diligently and vigorously on new projects and to continue my mission for which the Rebbe sent us
to South Africa. Nor do I intend, G-d forbid, to abandon Sydenham Shul and
all the wonderful people and families Rochel and I have developed such strong
friendships and relationships with over the past decades. They are a very precious part of our lives.
We are not leaving the country, nor am I leaving the shul. I hope to continue
giving my regular shiurim and speak from the pulpit from time to time. And I
plan to continue writing this column, too. As I have described it, “I may be
opening a new chapter, but I am not closing the old book.”
Some years ago, I was oﬀered to become the rabbi of “the biggest congregation in Europe”. A delegation came to see me from London. I declined. Why?
Because as ﬂattering as it was to be oﬀered such a prestigious international
position, my mission is here in South Africa. The Rebbe sent us here back in
1976 and being the Rebbe’s Shliach (emissary) means it is nothing less than
our life’s mission. We had many oﬀers in the United States and elsewhere, but
the Rebbe chose South Africa for us and I ﬁrmly believe that, as a holy visionary, he saw this to be our soul mission. And, if this is the place our neshama
needs to be to fulﬁl its sacred calling, then it is a lifetime commitment, no
matter how attractive other oﬀers may be.
From 1976 to 1986, I was the Founding Director of the very ﬁrst Chabad
House in South Africa back in a place called Yeoville. In 1983, I was the founding rabbi of the Torah Academy Shul. In 1986, when Sydenham Shul invited
me to become its spiritual leader, I consulted the Rebbe and, with his advice
and blessings, I made the move. And now another move beckons, but the mission continues.
I am excited at the opportunity for personal growth, to explore new horizons, and to be able to apply what I’ve learned here over the years on a wider
stage. At the same time, I confess to being somewhat apprehensive about the
unknown and uncharted waters that lie ahead.
As Rochel and I prepare to embark on a new stage of life, our hope is that it
will indeed present wonderful and rewarding new adventures and journeys of
exploration.
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