
OPENING ASSEMBLY, OUDE MOLEN Academy, 13 JAN 2016 

 

The Principal, Mr Marshall, members of staff, my fellow members of the clergy, 

girls and boys, 

Molweni, goeiemore, good morning, boker tov, Shalom! 

In the first century before the Common Era, before Jesus, a Babylonian-born 

man named Hillel the Elder migrated to the Land of Israel to study, working as 

a woodcutter. Hillel was so poor that sometimes he couldn’t pay his fees to 

enter the study-hall, yet through great perseverance and dedication, he be-

came the most influential guide in Jewish life in his time, as President of the 

Sanhedrin, the supreme Jewish court! Hillel was known for his kindness, 

gentleness and concern for people’s well-being. His personality and teachings 

have left an eternal imprint upon the character of the Jewish people. 

Today let’s learn one of his many short famous sayings, then end with a prayer. 

Hillel used to say, “If I am not for myself, who will be for me? And when I am 

for myself only, what sort of person am I? And if not now, when?” 

Here Hillel addresses the topic of free will, focussing on the OPPORTUNITY it 

offers and the RESPONSIBILITY it bears and the ills of procrastination. Our 

independence is our greatest gift, yet it is also our greatest challenge. 

Hillel asked 3 questions. Let’s briefly understand each.  

No 1: “If I am not for myself, who will be for me?” There are tasks only I can 

do. No-one can do them for me. If I play the fool in class and don’t do my 

homework, how will I understand the work? If I don’t learn for my tests, how 

can I do my best, never mind just pass?! This is what I was created to do. Today 

we hear of people’s rights but rights are a PRIVILEGE based on our RESPONSIBI-

LITY to live correctly, healthily and to see to it that I do the jobs which are mine 

– and ONLY MINE – to do. If I don’t, who will? 

No 2: “When I am only for myself, what sort of person am I?!” Yes, there are 

tasks that only I can do, but for whom am I doing them? If I use my time, 

energy and independence to do these tasks only to further my OWN agenda,  
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what sort of person am I? If I do good deeds of giving charity, being hospitable 

or visiting the sick only to get a good name for myself, what sort of person am 

I? If I keep my room a mess and don’t help my parents to keep the house neat 

and clean, what sort of human being am I? We are living in an era over-focus-

sed on self, which breeds selfishness. In Cape Town alone we have the MyCiti 

bus service, MyCoke festival, and myUCT website. What about sharing, 

community-spirit, South African ubuntu? Instead of “my”, how about “our”? 

No 3: “And if not now, when?” When we realise WHO we are and WHY we are 

alive, then it’s up to us to do the job. Now the question is: What are we waiting 

for? When should each of us start on our journey called MY LIFE? Don’t delay, 

don’t postpone life’s matters for that great unknown named “later”. If I don’t 

do my homework TODAY, how can I be ready for class tomorrow? This applies 

to each day of the school year – and not only each day of the school year, but 

each day of life itself. Each of us is the person. Each of us KNOWS what we 

must do and the time to do it is NOW!  

And NOW, let us end with a prayer. Please will the Assembly be upstanding. 

Almighty G’d, We thank You for the very many blessings You have so gene-

rously given our dear country, South Africa. We thank You for the numberless 

tokens of Your love which crowd our lives. We thank You for the gift of LIFE 

and of all its possibilities, for the blessings of health and strength, for the 

ability to think and to learn, for the happiness of our homes, for the benefits of 

education, for the joys of friendship and for the understanding which You have 

given us to acknowledge You as our Creator and Father in Heav’n. 

We thank You for a nation of heroes, the millions of South Africans who go 

about their lives with courage and kindliness and in devotion to You. 

Inspire us to live morally, responsibly and with integrity, to respect each other 

and to see Your image on the face of each of our fellow South Africans.      

Teach us to be kind, obedient and helpful.  
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Grant our Government success in fighting poverty, crime and disease, and in 

equipping all children with an education of excellence and empowering all 

people with the dignity of housing, basic infrastructure and employment. Help 

them and us to live the dream of a prosperous, just and free South Africa that 

is a source of inspiration and a beacon of light to all humanity.  

So may we fill the very precious time You have granted us to SERVE our fellow 

human-beings, mindful that ALL peoples and ALL races are Your children and 

that together we form one great human brotherhood. For You are the gracious 

G’d of mankind in every age, from everlasting to everlasting. 

May this be Your will and let us say Amen!  

   

 

   


