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W hen the first Jews arrived in South Africa in the 1800s, one of their main priorities was to 

establish shuls. 

 

The first congregation was founded in 1841 in Cape Town, when 17 men gathered on Kol Nidrei night 

to form a minyan at the home of Benjamin Norden in Hof Street – a site that would later become the 

Mount Nelson Hotel. The first shul building was inaugurated eight years later in The Gardens. 

 

In Johannesburg, the first recorded minyan took place in the store of a “Mr Weinstein” on the 

corner of Mark and Harrison Streets. It wasn’t long before the President Street Shul was built in 

1888 – Johannesburg’s first shul and one of the young city’s first brick buildings.  

 

The Jews who founded these shuls were refugees from the poverty, hardship and oppression of 

Eastern Europe, struggling to find their way in a new country. Wherever they went, across the 

length and breadth of the country, they set up shuls to gather as a community, to pray to G-d, learn 

Torah, and to be connected to the Divine heritage of the generations of Jews that had come before 

them. 

 

We, South African Jews, the descendants of the brave pioneers who started our first congregations, 

have inherited their passion for shuls. Our shuls are places where we all feel we belong. We feel at 

home. We feel welcome no matter our background. We feel Jewish, we feel connected to 

community, we feel connected to Hashem. We love to come and feel part of a community where we 

find friends who become like family. 

 

This commitment to shuls goes back to the very beginnings of Jewish history. One of the first 

instructions the Jewish people received from G-d, while we were still  in the desert, was to construct 

history’s very first shul: the Mishkan, the holy “Sanctuary”, the place where G-d's presence was felt 

most intensely, the place the Jewish people gathered together to connect to G-d in an intimate way. 

The Mishkan was a forerunner to the Beit HaMikdash - the holy Temple in Jerusalem - and forms the 

prototype for our shuls throughout history. 

 

According to the Talmud (Megilah 29a), even after the destruction of the Temple, G-d’s presence 

continues to dwell  in the shuls we build, which our sages call  a “miniature sanctuary”. Our shuls, so 
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permeated with sanctity even amidst the darkness of exile, are a microcosm of the Mishkan and the 

Temple. They are places of innate holiness - of spiritual connectedness - where we can access G-d 

and be uplifted by its holy atmosphere. 

 

At shul, we feel a deep sense of belonging. We form bonds of love and connection with each other 

and feel held by a sense of community. We feel G-d’s presence intensely and we nourish the roots of 

our Divine values that form the essence of our Jewish identity, and keep us strong  in a turbulent, 

confusing world. At shul, we find solace and tranquillity, where we can regroup, refocusing on 

what’s important and doing so together as families and as a community. When we gather together 

in our shuls, prayer becomes a communal experience - not a lonely, isolated one - a way of 

transcending our own narrow interests, praying for the good of the whole, summoning our 

collective merits as a community and as a people, even as we come before G-d in humble 

submission. 

 

As the South African Jewish community, we recognise these truths. We feel them deeply. We 

experience weekly, daily, how our shuls enrich us spiritually, emotionally and socially. We go to shul 

to connect with Hashem. We go to shul to connect with each other. We go to shul to find faith and 

strength, community and partnership, vision and inspiration.  

 

And that is why these past six months have been so tough for us. One of the most difficult aspects 

of the pandemic is that we haven’t been able to go to shul - and we’ve been bereft without them. 

This absence has deepened for us how truly precious our shuls are to us. We could never have 

imagined a scenario where all  our shuls would be closed. And yet that is what happened. This 

traumatic experience has made us appreciate even more what our shuls mean to us.  

 

Now, thank G-d - with our commitment to implementing our comprehensive safety protocols - our 

shuls are open to us once more. And just in time. Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, in particular, is a 

time that we all feel the importance of being connected to our shuls and our congregations. 

 

This Rosh Hashanah, let us recommit as a community and as individuals to our shuls. Let each of us 

think about what we can do in the new year ahead to strengthen and deepen our connection to our 

shuls and each other. Let us each contribute our unique energy, giving what we can give and doing 

what we can do to ensure our shuls’ ongoing vibrancy and sustainability.  And, in turn, let us draw 

strength and inspiration from our shuls as we end a difficult 5780 on a more hopeful note, and pray 

for a better 5781.  

 

May each of us and all of us together find favour before our Creator, and may G-d inscribe us all for a 

sweet new year - a year of health and healing.  
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I  write this message in a period of complete disbelief.  We have only been back in shul for 12 days 

since the lockdown.  It is weeks since we had a minyan on Shabbat. The world is a quite 

different place than before, and I really wonder if we will ever see “normality” again.  

The Covid pandemic has had a disastrous effect on all counties in the world and on all 

sectors of society. Many thousands of South Africans have lost their jobs, been forced into taking 

cuts in salary and in general really experienced many hardships since March of this year. I have asked 

myself many times is this the coming of Mashiach.   

  

Shul attendance and Minyanim  

Prior to the Covid pandemic and the lockdown and the limit on all gatherings we were experiencing 

poor attentandance at minyanim. I am worried that when we do get back to normal services will 

people be coming back to shul? This I believe is for all shuls worldwide.  We have had 

virtual davening every day in the mornings and the afternoons, yet we get three or four people at 

the most. The Kabbalat Shabbat services have also been very poorly attended.  

  

We are in the process at present of setting up the protocols for davening over the high 

holidays. Extremely strict rules have been given to us and unless these rules/ protocols are followed 

to the law we will not be able to hold services.  

  

With all activities having been on hold for the past six months there is truly little to report. What is of 

concern is the finances of the shul, due to us not raising any money in the past six months. We 

appeal to all members to please pay your shul fees. We also appeal to all men who 

would normally get an Aliyah or a Pesicha during these high holidays to please 

make your pledge to the shul and wherever possible increase the amount.  

  

During the past six months I have not been able to attend funeral services where members and their 

families have lost loved ones. I humbly apologise for this but hope you will all take into 

consideration the issue surrounding the Covid virus and all the relevant restrictions.  

  

Despite all the happening going on around us we are still putting out our Vort each week. The 

weekly Vort is for all members of the shul. Should you wish to inform the community of a simcha 

please contact Adrienne in the office to include a free notice - to share your happiness with the 
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community. Similarly, tell us if you or someone in the community is not well and Adrienne will 

include it on the Refua Sheleima list.  

  

Security is a major concern for the community. We thank the CSO for their guidance and assistance. 

To the members who stand on duty each week and over Yom Tov a big thank you. I ask that all 

members abide by the rules and guidelines that we have been given by the CSO, particularly given 

the new rules that we have been given due to the Covid restrictions. I am asking all members who 

come to shul over YOM TOV to please assist the CSO and other who will be responsible for ensuring 

we adhere to the various protocols.  

  

During the month of Elul, it is beholden for us to give thought to those who are less fortunate 

than ourselves. If anyone is aware of those in our community who need assistance, please let either 

the Rabbi or me know so that the community can assist where possible.  

  

My thanks to all who were involved in producing this wonderful magazine as well as to those who 

supported us by taking an advert, inserting a greeting, or sponsoring a page.  

  

To the Rabbi and Rebbetzin, thank you 

for all that you have done in the past 

year. To Michael 

Sandler, thanks for your efforts in 

enhancing our services as 

our Chazzan during the year.   

  

To Adrienne in the office, many thanks 

for all your help. To our three 

staff, Isaac, Pauline and 

Bismark, thank you for all your 

assistance during the year.   

  

Special thanks to my 

wife Zandra and my family for their 

continued support.  

  

Zandra and I wish you all a Shana Tova 

U M’tuka - may we all be inscribed for 

a good and peaceful year.  

Wishing you a sweet 
and  happy year! 
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A  congregant once complained to his Rabbi, “Whenever I come to Shul, it’s the same old tune - 

“Kol Nidrei…..” 

 

Yet, I know that this year, there will be many congregants who will long for the sounds of the 

traditional High Holydays. 

 

We managed Pesach, Shavuot, Tisha-B-Av. Each time we became less and less optimistic that we 

would actually return to Shul.  However, Rosh Hashana?,  Yom Kippur? Who could imagine that a 

traditional community like ours would not come together (in non-virtual reality)? Yes. We have 

returned to Shul, TG. But, there are so many who are too vulnerable to attend, real services. 

  

Yes, how do we observe a Traditional Yom Tov in such a non -traditional way? Let’s talk about 

tradition.  

We   have a tradition to eat both meat and fish on Friday night. (We even sing  a Zmira, “Bassar Ve -

daggim” (Meat and Fish).  We also have a tradition to hear the sounds of the Shofar on Rosh 

Hashana. They are both traditions but are they the same? I have a feeling that something has gotten 

lost in the translation . In a way, it comes back to what we call a Mitzvah.  

 

What is a Mitzvah? Most of my Barmi students tell me that a Mitzvah is a good deed. I cannot tell 

them that they are wrong because a Mitzvah IS a good deed. However, if it is only a good deed, then 

why is it a Mitzvah to hear the Shofar on Rosh Hashanah? What is so good, magnanimous and 

generous about hearing the blast of a ram’s horn? 

 

The literal translation of the word “Mitzvah” is a commandment. A commandment given by G-d. I 

think that specifically because over these past six months, we have had to forgo the traditional way 

of doing things.  It is important to clarify the various aspects of a Mitzvah. Let me tell you why. You 

see I am worried about Shul post Covid! 

 

I am worried that when life returns to “normal”, we might struggle to get our Shul “back to 

normal”. Congregants might feel that if we managed without Kaddish, without Kiddush, without a 

Minyan, without a Friday night sermon (yeh that’s my key worry), if we managed to squeeze a Yom 

Zusman Uzvolk 
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Kippur service into two hours then why do we need all of the above. Why spend an entire day in 

Shul on the Holiest day of the year?  

 

To answer the question in a real way one needs to understand the different layers of Mitzvot.  There 

are Mitzvot which are constant and there are Mitzvot which are circumstantial.  There is a post facto 

situation, there is an ideal situation and there is a life or death situation.  There  

are activities which we should not do, activities which we must not 

do,  activities which we should do and activities which we must do. Part of the beauty of studying 

Gemorah is in the thrill of unravelling the core issues from the tangential layers in each Mitzvah.  

Understanding how the various decisions and opinions are consistent and therefore logical.  

 

I think that there are many great lessons which we will have learned from Covid-18  (Chai). We would 

be foolish not to include them into our lives going forward. At the same time, we will have to have 

the maturity to understand that Covid 19 was far from an ideal state. It was literally a situation of life 

and death. Decisions and leniencies allowed during the pandemic should not be acceptable in better 

times.  

 

Is eating fish on Friday night equivalent to hearing the Shofar on Rosh Hashana? Let me give you a 

clue. One of them is a “Must do” and one of them is “Nice to do”. The funny thing is that this Rosh 

Hashana, first day we do eat fish and meat but we don’t blow the Shofar! (That’s because first day is 

Shabbat!) 

 

True Jewish traditions have endured many “non traditional” times. Moreover, it is the traditions 

which have remained constant. It is only the times which have changed. When we hold on to our 

traditions we connect with our past and we attach to eternity.  

 

“Etz Chaim He lamacha-zikkim Bah”- Torah, is the tree of life for those who hold on to her! “Veh-

gam Netzach Yisrael loh  Yishakker”- and the eternity of Israel will not weaken.  

 

There is a “traditional” Rosh Hashanah blessing which I believe to be extremely relevant for this 

year. May the year with its curses end and may the new year with its blessings begin.  

 

Wishing you all 

Ketivah Va-chatima Tovah leshana Tova Um-Tuka! 
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D ear Friends 

Wow! No one says it like the Israelis. Hear the Hebrew onomatopoeia in, ”Ani mitga’aga’at lachem !” 

I’m longing to see you and reconnect in person, even though we have connected on many levels 

these last few months.  

 

There have been so many lessons learned from Lockdown. I’d like to share a few personal insights. 

The thing that continually strikes me most is Divine Providence. As my late father Ob”m would say, 

“Nothing is coincidence!” Each of us is experiencing this pandemic in a completely unique way on 

multiple levels. Physically, not only do we each live with unique health conditions, we also have  

specific setups. Some are home alone, others are crowded; some have spacious areas, others are 

cramped and claustrophobic, there are those who work from home, and those who have to go into 

public spaces etc..  At the start of lockdown I realized this  and the observation  has struck me 

increasingly  as lockdown has evolved.  It’s almost as if we’re on an obstacle course tailor made for 

each of us. We adjusted to “x” and now our journey is to learn “y”.  

 

A lot of it is very strange. Things we took for granted are needing to be re-examined and tweaked 

appropriately. And… much of it is wonderful!  Yesterday I took some children out for exercise in the 

Delta at lunch time. We sat on the grass and relaxed. A jogger passed by and I commented, “Before 

lockdown who could imagine spending lunchtime like this!?” Lockdown has given us the chance to 

stop and smell the roses. (Unless one has the virus and temporarily lost the sense of smell)  

 

So many previously unattainable opportunities are literally being put into one’s lap(top). There are 

international speakers, virtual tours, concerts…in general and even more specifically for the Jewish 

world. (Do you know you can tour the Tunnels under the Kotel in your slippers!?) We are no longer 

on the other end of the world! And we don’t even have to get dressed to go out! 

 

The challenge with a holiday is the ability to harness it. To make sure that there’s a time to work and 

a time to play…We have so much on offer during this time, we need to decide to schedule and take 

up opportunities. Otherwise it just glides into lots of lazy Sundays. If we slip into lethargy, we miss 

the chance to carpe diem. 

 

Another huge bonus is the ability to be with family all over the world.  A family Zoom enables 

Laia Uzvolk 
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intimate family get togethers for the extended families. So meaningful and fun! We urge you to have 

them for no reason, rather than to wait for PG only simchas and not the opposite G-d Forbid. Part of 

the blessing of lockdown, is that life was getting out of control: too much, too fast - from physical 

things and money, to expectations and goals and…!  

 

Blessedly, life has become more contained. The focus has shifted from the fanfare to the essence…

it’s about the people, the significance, the quality. It’s calmer.  Yes, home, work, Shul is not as we 

knew it. How can we have Shabbos and Yom Tov with no Minyan, no Kaddish, no Torah…???  

 

That’s more of what we get when we have to create the Shabbos vibe for ourselves. When we 

consciously schedule our day to include chats and times to meet Him. As Jews we are very blessed. 

When we were literally in lockdown at home in the beginning…no work etc, and the country was 

shut down... a Jew still had a structure. We get up in the morning…we daven by a certain time, we 

eat in a certain way etc. We LIVE according to the Torah. It’s a guidebook for life! We still have 

meaning and purpose.  

 

And now in this calm, we can no longer rely on the Shul to run from a distance and connect us 

remotely. To know it’s there and plug in when it suits us. Now we have to take the initiative. We 

must choose to have a connection.  And we know Hashem always sends the cure before the 

ailment. There’s zoom, on line learning, praying, playing…it’s all there we just have to consciously 

choose to switch it on! 

 

Rosh Hashona?!! Yom Kippur?!!  For many there will still be no Shul, no vibe, no choir, no Torah!  

Perhaps Hashem is saying, “That’s all great, but I want YOU! I don’t want you to just kiss my Torah, I 

want you to embrace Me. I want a relationship with you!”  It’s up to each of us to create that vibe 

for ourselves, and for HaShem! The matches are available, we’re here to help as Blitz….our dear 

friend and congregant, please choose to light up!  

 

If anyone does have to get the virus may it be the mildest asymptomatic form. 

 

 My family join me in blessing shana tova umetuka – ketiva vechatima tova! - that each and all be 

inscribed and sealed for all that is ONLY REVEALED GOOD on every level – physically, spiritually and 

emotionally, and all beautifully fused!  

 

May we only have simchas to share, especially the Ultimate Simcha of Moshiach NOW! (By the way, 

this pandemic and its effects definitely fit into the category of events that the Rambam 

(Maimonides) describes will happen just before the Final Redemption! May it be TODAY!) 
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