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Sydenham Shul: At the Forefront of Jewish Life

Y O U R  C O N G R E G A T I O N A L  C O N T A C T

A Time for Transition   
“For everything there is a 
season,” said the wisest of 
all men, King Solomon. As 
comfortable and satisfied 
as we may be with the 
status quo, there comes a 
time when it is in the best 
interests of individuals 
and communities to move 
with the times, to innovate, 
and to devise long-term 
strategies that will take 
their organisations into 
the next generation 
successfully. 

In November last year, the 
community was advised 
that from April this year 
Rabbi Yossy Goldman, 
our esteemed spiritual 
leader of over 34 years, 
would be transitioning to 
Rabbi Emeritus for Life of 
Sydenham Shul. Rabbi 
Yehuda Stern would then 
become the Rabbi of the 
Shul with full responsibility 
for its direction and 
management. 

Rabbi Goldman has 
indicated that he does not believe in “retirement,” that he and 
Rochel are not leaving Johannesburg or Sydenham Shul, and 
that wherever possible and practical he will be pleased to make 
himself available for members’ needs and personal rites of 
passage, please G-d, for many years to come.

“I may be opening a new chapter,” he said, “but I’m not closing 
the book.” 

Rabbi Goldman is widely credited with leading SydShul to having 
become in the words of the lamented late Rabbi Lord Jonathan 
Sacks, “one of the great Synagogues of the English-speaking 
world.” 

While it certainly came as a big surprise, the fact that Rabbi and 
Rochel will still be involved in Shul life going forward has put 
many minds at ease. The decision has, in fact, been hailed in 
South Africa, and even around the world, as nothing short of 
visionary and something many Shuls and Jewish organisations 
would do well to emulate. Rabbi Stern has long been groomed 
by Rabbi Goldman and is undoubtedly his chosen successor. 

A number of special events are currently being planned to mark 
this historic transition. Watch this space!

THANK YOU FOR THE MUSIC! 
And speaking of transitions, 
Chazan Yudi and Dina 
Cohen have announced their 
plan to relocate to London, 
UK in August of this year. 
Yudi joined Sydenham from 
Claremont Shul in Cape Town 
back in April 2005 when they 
were only married for a year. 
All their children were born 
and bred at Sydenham Shul. 

We asked Yudi for some of the highlights of his 16 years here. “There 
is nothing like leading the service for a full Sydenham Shul,” says Yudi. 
“The power and inspiration of Neilah on Yom Kippur as the service 
crescendos to an awesome climax will remain an unforgettable 
experience.”  His stage production, “High Shul Musical,” was also at the 
top of the list. Singing in Shul, and in concert, with leading international 
Chazonim and singers ranks high in his memory card.
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            
He had great years with the legendary SydShul Choir, and introducing 
a new era of music with Doron and the Sydenham Singers was an 
exciting challenge.  He is proud to have shown the community the array 
of musical styles that can work very well, even in the big Shul milieu.  

“I was privileged to work side by side with a great Shul team of Rabbis 
and lay leaders. Dina and I have made many good friends in the 
community. We hope to keep up those special friendships and wish the 
Shul every success going forward.” As, indeed, we wish Yudi and the 
Cohen family the very same. “Thank you for the music!”

“Estee and I have had the 

privilege of working closely 

together with Rabbi Goldman 

and Rochel since our arrival to 

the community close to  

14 years ago. We feel honoured 

and excited to continue their 

amazing work, as spiritual 

leaders of the Sydenham 

community. Sydenham Shul 

has a rich history and we look 

forward to leading the Shul into 

the future.”  Rabbi Stern

Purim CARousel:  
“We Rocked Around the Block!”



One of the traditional songs from the 
Pesach Haggadah which has become 
hugely popular in recent years is 
Vehi Sheamdah. An original version 
composed by Yonatan Razel was 
turned into a mega hit by Shwekey 
and was named Song of the Decade 
in Israel! 

The passage in English reads, “And it is 
this that has stood by our fathers and 
us. For not just one alone (Pharaoh) 
has risen against us to destroy us, but 

in each and every generation they rise against us to destroy us – and 
the Holy One, Blessed be He, saves us from their hand!” 

What is meant by the opening words Vehi – “It is this that has stood 
by us”? What does this refer to?  The simple meaning seems to be that 
it follows on the previous paragraph in the Haggadah where we read 
“Blessed is He who keeps His promise to Israel.” It refers to G-d’s promise 
to redeem the Children of Israel from the Egyptian exile. According to 
commentary, it also refers to G-d’s ongoing promise to redeem us from 
all our exiles and persecutions, including the Final Redemption at the 
End of Days. This promise has sustained the Jewish People throughout 
all the dark and difficult days of our long and tortuous history. We have 
always believed and trusted in G-d’s promise that, in the end, it would 
all come right. 

That is the simple meaning. But a few years ago, I had this brain wave of 
a rather alternative interpretation. Later, I was gratified to see the same 
idea in the writings of earlier rabbis much more learned than I.

What occurred to me was that the Haggadah may have been giving 
us another message as well. And that is that the very fact that “in 
every generation they rise against us to destroy us,” THAT ITSELF is 
what has stood by us and given us the strength to persevere. Anti-
Semitism - and the fact that despite all the existential threats we as 
a people have suffered, we have survived - all bear testimony to the 
Almighty’s watchful eye which continues to guide us through our 
special providential mission on earth.

Jews and non-Jews alike have marveled at our miraculous survival. 
Over 300 years ago, King Louis XIV of France asked the philosopher 
Pascal to give him proof of the existence of G-d. Pascal famously 
replied, “Why the Jews, Your Majesty, the Jews!”

Our tiny nation’s survival, while all the greatest empires of the world 
have come and gone, remains a powerful confirmation that there is a 
Higher Power ensuring our continuity and our destiny.

Indeed, there is a strong argument to suggest that Anti-Semitism has 
been good for the Jews. The French philosopher, Jean-Paul Sartre, 
made that point in his book Anti-Semite & Jew. History records that 
under regimes that persecuted us, we remained steadfastly Jewish. 
Whereas, under more enlightened, liberal forms of government, we 
became comfortable in our newfound freedoms, gradually embracing 
the welcoming but dominant culture and forfeiting much of our own. 

Back in the early 19th century, Napoleon was conquering Europe and 
promising liberty and equality for all. When he squared up against 
Russia, many Jewish leaders sided with him, hoping he would finally 
bring an end to Czarist persecution and extend to Russian Jewry full 
civil rights. However, Rabbi Schneur Zalman of Liadi, the founder of 
Chabad, thought differently. He actively opposed Napoleon and even 
had his Chassidim assist in intelligence gathering for the Russian army.
When his colleagues challenged him and questioned his apparent lack 
of concern for the well-being of his own people, he argued that while 
Napoleon might be good for the Jews materially, his victory would result 
in spiritual disaster. Tragically, the record proved him correct. Minus the 

WINDS OF CHANGE IS ANTI-SEMITISM GOOD FOR THE JEWS?
Little Emperor, Russian Jews remained staunchly Jewish, while 
French Jewry virtually vanished. How many Jewish Rothschilds 
are left in the world? G d knows we could have used them.  
Most of French Jewry today hails from North Africa. The originals 
are few and far between.

And the American experience confirms beyond a shadow of a 
doubt that freedom, democracy, and equal rights, while wonderful 
blessings for Jews for which we should be eternally grateful, also 
present a profound challenge to our Jewish identity and way of 
life. In the melting pot of the United States, Jews have integrated 
so successfully that they are virtually disappearing! 

Back in the 70’s, when I was working with Jewish university 
students, we were struggling to break through a wall of icy 
indifference towards Judaism. It was so frustrating that my 
colleagues and I even considered going onto campus in the dead 
of night to paint a few swastikas on the Student Union building! 
Maybe that would jolt them out of their apathy. Of course, we 
never actually did it, but the fact that the thought crossed our 
minds demonstrates how external threats have a way of making 
Jews bristle with pride and righteous indignation.

We see it today as well. Outside many Shuls around the world, you 
will find young men and women who volunteer to stand security. 
Many of them are never seen inside the Shuls they protect. Going 
to Shul and prayer are not their thing. But when enemies of Israel 
threaten Jews, these brave young people respond as loyal, 
committed Jews. 

It appears that as repugnant as anti-Semitism may be, in a strange, 
perverse sort of way it may have contributed to the stubborn 
determination of Jews over many generations to stand up for 
their convictions and live by the principles of our faith no matter 
what. 

So, when you sing Vehi Sheamdah at your Pesach Seder this 
year, instead of bemoaning our enemies’ hatred for us, find the 
positive side. Vehi - this very hostility and the never-ending 
attempts at our annihilation have only served to strengthen our 
resolve to remain steadfastly Jewish. Indeed, it has stood us well!

Rabbi Yossy Goldman

Mazel Tov to our 2020 Bat Mitzvah girls who were able to celebrate their 
ceremony in the Shul in November after learning for months online.

After a shiur with Rebbetzin Estee, the 2021 Bat Mitzvah group packed 
Mishloach Manot for Purim which were donated to charity.



A Seder  
Conspiracy

by Rabbi Aron MossAt the turning-point of the famous film, the 
Lion King, Rafiki finds Simba the young 
lion and tries to convince him to take his 
place as king of the jungle. Simba tells 
Rafiki the wise monkey, “Looks like the 
winds are changing.” “Ahh, change is 
good,” says Rafiki, to which Simba replies, 
“Ya, but it’s not easy.”

The festival of Pesach is a ‘celebration 
of change’, as the Jewish people 

changed from being a nation of slaves to becoming a free nation. 
Finally, after 210 years of living in a foreign country as slaves to the 
Egyptians, they were now free to travel into the desert and then onto 
the promised land of Israel.

There were mixed emotions among the Jewish people at the time. 
While many were excited to finally become a free nation and to live in 
their own land, others were fearful of the unknown. “Better the devil 
you know than the devil you don’t”, was their attitude as they preferred 
to remain as slaves to the Egyptians than to go free into an unknown 
world.

However, it was specifically this radical change - and everything that 
came with it – that the Jewish people needed, as they embarked 
on their new journey of national independence. A wise man once 
said, “Growth is painful. Change is painful. But nothing is as painful 
as staying stuck somewhere you don’t belong.” It was time for them 
to move on, and so change was vital. In addition, fear, faith, positivity, 
struggle and courage are just some of the qualities that come along 
with change. It was these specific qualities that G-d wanted the people 
to adapt for their new journey. As they entered the land and waged 
wars against the nations living there, these qualities would ensure an 
easier transition into a new reality.

Today, 3333 years later, we are living through a period of change 
for the world at large, and more specifically for ourselves and our 
community. Covid-19 has forced everyone to re-assess themselves 
and their long-term sustainability; governments, families, businesses, 
schools and Shuls have all needed to ask themselves tough 
questions as part of this process of change. As the Jewish people did 
on their way out of Egypt, it is important for us to strengthen our faith 
while reminding ourselves that this is all part of G-d’s vast plan. “Have 
the courage to make the change, the strength to see through it, and 
faith that everything will turn out for the best,” goes the old saying. 

As Pesach approaches, Estee and I are excited to assume our 
new roles as Rabbi and Rebbetzin of the Sydenham Shul. Having 
worked closely with Rabbi Goldman and Rochel for close to 14 years, 
we are excited to continue their amazing work as spiritual leaders of 
the community. This transition will bring inevitable change to the 
community. On the one hand, change brings about the unknown, 
which comes with a sense of fear and anxiety. On the other hand, 
change creates an opportunity for freshness, innovation and new 
beginnings. As the world evolves into the 21st century, it is vital for 
Shuls to ensure that they are accessible and relevant to the new-age 
congregant, obviously within the parameters of authentic halachic 
Judaism. Sydenham Shul, under the leadership of Rabbi Goldman 
and Rochel, has always been on the frontline of communal life, 
and now it is our responsibility to ensure that this continues for many 
more years to come. We look forward to working together with the 
community in building the future our Shul, while being sensitive to the 
challenges of change.

Estee and the children join me in wishing you a Chag Kasher 
V’Sameach and a festival of true freedom. May this Yom Tov bring 
about healing to all illness and usher in a time of peace and tranquillity 
for the entire world.

WINDS OF CHANGE IS ANTI-SEMITISM GOOD FOR THE JEWS?
Rabbi Yehuda Stern

Mazel Tov to our 2020 Bat Mitzvah girls who were able to celebrate their 
ceremony in the Shul in November after learning for months online.

QUESTION:
Whoever wrote the Pesach Haggadah seems to have made a 
major mistake. The name of Moses does not appear once in the 
entire Haggadah! How could the main man of the Exodus who 
confronted Pharaoh, brought down the plagues, and led his 
people out of slavery be completely left out of the story? It would 
be like doing Macbeth without Macbeth, or Star Wars without Luke 
Skywalker. I have a conspiracy theory: This was no mistake. The 
Haggadah was written by an anti-Moses faction who tried to write 
him out of history. That way they would take over the priesthood 
and control the Temple. Like it?

ANSWER:
That’s a fantastic conspiracy theory. Really fantastic.

But the question is a good one. Moses’ absence from the 
Haggadah is indeed a mystery. To solve it we need to examine 
the evidence and figure out who wrote the Haggadah. There is 
one prime suspect.

Here are the clues:

1. There is a Biblical command to tell your children the story of the 
Exodus every year on the night of Pesach.

2. The Haggadah was written as a basis to tell the story.
3. The first time a Haggadah would have been needed was the 

year after the Exodus.
4. One year after the Exodus, the children themselves didn’t need 

to hear the story, as they were there!
5. There was only one family whose children were not present at 

the Exodus, and so needed to hear the story.
6. It would seem that the first Haggadah would have been made 

by this family.

So whose family was it? Who was the only Israelite who himself 
experienced the Exodus, but his children did not?

It was none other than Moses himself.

Moses’ wife and children were not in Egypt and did not experience 
the exodus first-hand. Moses married Tzippora and had two sons 
in her homeland of Midyan. When Moses returned to Egypt to free 
his people, his family remained in Midyan, and only joined the 
Israelites in the desert after the Exodus.

So the only person who needed a Haggadah that first year to 
tell his kids the Exodus story was Moses. He wrote the first ever 
Haggadah. And being the most humble man on the face of the 
earth, Moses left himself out of the story. He understood that he 
was no more than an instrument of G-d. He took no credit for the 
Exodus.

This is one of the reasons Moses always carried a staff. He was 
saying, just like a stick is no more than an instrument in the hands 
of its owner, so too I am just a tool in G-d’s hands. It is not I who 
brought the miracles, it is not I who took you out of Egypt, it is G-d 
Almighty.

There’s no conspiracy here. Just a powerful lesson. We learn 
from Moses what humility really means. You can be a leader who 
changes the course of history, and yet still be humble. When you 
don’t take credit for yourself, when you don’t need your name 
mentioned, you have the infinite power of G-d behind you. 
Humility does not contradict greatness. It is its secret.
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Barmy Army ends the first term at
the bowling alley

SYDENHAM SHUL:  At the Forefront of Jewish Life

Rabbi Stern addresses Grade 7
King David Linksfield

PESACH CALENDAR
THURSDAY 25 MARCH
Siyum for the Firstborn 5:30 am & 7:00 am
Search for Chometz at nightfall

FRIDAY 26 MARCH
Last chance to sell Chometz  
Send form to sydshul@sydshul.co.za before  8:30 am
Burning of Chometz ideally before  10:45 am
Candle lighting (Blessing for Shabbat)  5:54 pm
N.B. Light a 24 hour candle now for tomorrow night’s flame 

SATURDAY 27 MARCH (Erev Pesach / Shabbat Hagadol)
Finish eating Chometz  9:45 am
Say “Kol Chamira” before   10:45 am
Candle-lighting from an existing flame  after 6:42 pm
(Blessings for Yom Tov and Shehechiyanu)
N.B. Light a 24 hour candle now for tomorrow night’s flame
FIRST SEDER TONIGHT

SUNDAY 28 MARCH (1st Day Pesach)  
Tal in Mussaf. We stop Mashiv Haruach.
Candle-lighting from an existing flame  after 6:41 pm
(Blessings for Yom Tov and Shehechiyanu)
Counting of the Omer begins tonight
SECOND SEDER TONIGHT

MONDAY 29 MARCH (2nd Day Pesach)
First part of Yom Tov ends          
Begin v’Tein Bracha in Maariv  6:40 pm

TUESDAY 30 MARCH – FRIDAY 2 APRIL
Chol Hamoed – the Intermediate Days of Pesach
  
FRIDAY 2 APRIL 
2nd PART OF YOM TOV BEGINS TONIGHT                                                                    
N.B. Light a 24-hour candle now for tomorrow night’s flame 
Candle-Lighting (Blessings for Shabbos & Yom Tov) 5:47 pm
No Shehechiyanu now or in Kiddush

SATURDAY 3 APRIL (7th Day of Pesach)
Candle-lighting from an existing flame
(Blessing for YomTov only)  after 6:35 pm
Shir Hashirim

SUNDAY 4 APRIL (Final Day of Pesach)
Yizkor/Memorial Prayer                                    
Pesach ends  6:34 pm
Havdallah no spices/candle
N.B. Do not eat Chometz until an hour or so later 

Remember to Count the Omer nightlyRabbi in the rain
 

“Howzit, Shorty?!”

Purim treats, Megillas and more...
 

Mohammed and Fatima
Stern

Purim Shtick, clowning around, and lovely lasses

Dean Levin and Dalya Salkinder
wedding

David & Janet Shapiro and family 
recently completed their conversion 

Pesach Kashering
 

SYDTeens Madricha, Natanya Joseph, and Yoni Palay 
marry in the Youth Bayit garden. Mazal Tov!

Clifford Gruber and Dani Flaum
wedding

Tu B’shvat at the 
Nursery School

Elan Sawitzky - from our co-sponsor, 
the SA Motor Corporation 

 

Rabbi Goldman at the
Nursery School Seder


