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Rabbi Irwin N. Goldenberg
Let me thank you for honoring me with this opportunity to address you on What I Learned from Retiring, After 50 Years in the Rabbinate.

10 years ago! Walking through our house, we stopped and looked in painful awe at the rooms filled with enormous pieces of furniture; closets filled with old clothes, a book-case lined room - filled with hundreds of tomes, most of which were unopened for decades; the basement and garage were filled with bicycles, old chairs, a rocker, discarded computers, printers and other out of date electronics, a rusting lawn-mower, all stored for “future use” (by whom? The great-great-grandchildren?) And the two cars, one of which was a gorgeous gas-guzzler convenient in the suburbs, but impossible for the streets of New York City, to which we were moving.  And I asked, “What do we need all of this for anyway?”
I am not accustomed to quoting comedians, but this reminded me of a most famous insight by the comedian, George Carlin.  He asked his audience to imagine flying over the country in a jet-liner.  Looking down you pass over millions and millions of boxes filled with “stuff.”   We realize that when these boxes are full the boxes expand to accommodate more and more superfluous stuff.
This was the plague that confronted me - a plague of “too much stuff.”  We knew that we had to free ourselves of it if we were ever to move on to retirement.  But it is painful to do so.  We were emotionally attached to our stuff.  It didn’t matter that we had not used much of it for years, because we had room in which to store it.  But now, we were to move from 2,500 sq. feet of space to a 1,250 sq. foot apartment. It was obvious that we would have to downsize.  But what do we take and what do we give up? It felt easier to just do nothing. 
As the commentator in Chumash Etz Chayim points out, both Pharaoh and the Israelites preferred the “status quo” to changing the habits of their lives. The spirits of the Israelites were so “crushed by the cruel bondage” that they could not listen to Moses who wanted them to “move on.” And it took 10 plagues to convince Pharaoh that he had to “let go” of the slaves - who had clearly become a burden on him. And he literally had to throw the Israelites out of Egypt, to get them to pick up and move.
As the time for retirement, and the move, came closer, it became more evident that we had to let go.  Ultimately, we did clear our house out, but most important, this process of retiring, taught me a lesson of “teshuvah” from Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook.  And it applies throughout our lives before and after retirement! Kook teaches that the process of “teshuvah” - entails giving up things in three areas of life: the physical, the emotional and the spiritual.
The first thing we had to give up, of course, was our physical stuff, but more importantly we had to let go of our obsession with acquiring.  We had to reject the consumer society that drives our economy and demands that we buy and buy more than we need.
We had to internalize that “inconvenient truth” that we - the human-race and personally - are doomed if we try to have everything that we want.
In the process of retiring, I learned that letting go of all of this stuff can be gratifying as well as necessary for us to be free.     It was liberating to see a totally empty garage.  It was satisfying to give about 1,000 books to a local college library.  Most of all, it was the relief of the burdensome plague of “too much stuff.”
Retirement taught me to unburden my soul of emotional “stuff” that plagues we rabbis - that of, self-pride and resentments that we have accumulated and which overload our systems.
The thought of relocating seemed difficult! We had lived and worked in York for 35 years.  Leaving our friends would be difficult, but we realized that most of these friends had already moved!
Nevertheless, giving up those community activities for which I was recognized was painful. It was hard to relinquish the place in the community where the media would turn to me for my opinion on just about everything. 
The pride of conducting services and teaching from “on high” is a high that is difficult to relinquish.
However, i knew that I had to leave the comfort of my community because, if i retired in York, painful questions would arise.  What would happen when I did not answer someone’s need or question? Or when I deferred to my successor? 
What would happen within me and to the community when i had to say “no! I cannot give that eulogy or i cannot represent the Jewish viewpoint on a reporter’s question?”  My priority had to be the best interest of the community in whose betterment and future i had a great stake. For the sake of my mental health, i had to let go of emotional stuff.  So, we moved to New York, to begin a new life.
Finally, retiring taught me that i had to relinquish the stuff that clogs our spiritual space, which impedes a truly satisfying and meaningful life.  Even in retirement, i have found that I am more involved in social action projects - I have protested in the streets of NY more times than I can count. I know the sidewalk in front of Trump Tower only too well, now!  And I will continue to protest as long as necessary!   But, we Jews tend to so overemphasize Judaism’s value on “doing” and “accomplishing,” that we don’t leave enough space to simply be.
We know the old joke about the colleague who is retiring. Upon greeting his successor he says, “Oh, thank God, now i can finish my book!”  The new, young, dynamic rabbi, asks, “I didn’t know you were writing a book!”  The old guy responds, “I’m not, I’m trying to read one!”  This is how i greeted my own successor and it set the stage for a seamless and pleasant transition.
Relaxing and truly relating are not easy in our demanding society.  For instance! A few weeks after moving to the city, Joyce and I were just “being” at Jones Beach when we were disturbed by a person talking incessantly on his cell phone.
It reminded me of an early advertisement for cell phones.      A mother proudly takes time from her busy work schedule to bring her daughter to the beach. As the child plays happily in the sand, the woman is talking on her phone with the office. 

What is so ironic is that the ad presents this as a “benefit” of owning the portable phone.  The advertisers don’t even notice that while the woman is keeping “in touch,” she is entirely “out of touch” with her daughter!
Retirement taught me that life is not supposed to be that way! Every day can be sanctified.  Our paradigm is Shabbat.   Once a week we can enjoy the gift of time to draw closer to family, friends and god and allow Shabbat to influence our daily decisions, to enjoy a little Shabbat every day.
Unfortunately, our congregants tend to fill the “day off” with more buying, as a friend chants the prayer - “shopping, shopping on Shabbat!” - researching the internet for more “stuff;” car-pooling kids to soccer games whom they conveniently “drop off” and ignore as they rush to get those things done that they deferred during the “work week.”  
We rabbis are not immune to the unholy pressures of “producing” at Shabbat services or Shabbat programing.  Our children tend to notice the inconsistencies,   my youngest asked me, when she was about 10 years old, “Abba! Why are you the only one i know of who works on Shabbat!”
Furthermore, as one who is retired from these pressures, I had to be careful not to fall into the same trap of “shopping, shopping on Shabbat” as our congregants!
Gratefully, in retirement, I can choose to enjoy spiritual time without the pressure of producing.  I can sit with my wife and enjoy services at a nearby and very welcoming temple. I can enjoy the inspiring meditative services which my daughter has created in Western Queens.  I can spend some months serving Temple Beth Shalom in Puerto Rico.  Their music, singing and kavanah lifts the soul!

However, do we have to wait until we retire before we liberate ourselves of all of this “stuff?”   Is not the opportunity for spiritual time always open to all of us, rabbis and lay-persons?
Can’t we forgive ourselves - and cannot our balabatim - have rachmanut on their rabbis - for not getting one more job done, or leaving our children with a baby-sitter as we attend one more sub-committee, of the sub-committee, of The Committee on Spiritual Renewal?
Must we wait until the last days of our life before we let go of our obsession with filling our physical, emotional and spiritual landscape with the plague of more and more unnecessary stuff?
The answer can be found in this Shabbat prayer from Mishkan Tefilah.
This is an hour of change. 
Within it we stand uncertain on the border of light.
Shall we draw back or cross over?
Where shall our hearts turn?
Shall we draw back, my brother, my sister,
Or cross over?
This is the hour of change, and within it,
We stand quietly
On the border of light.
What lies before us?
Shall we draw back, my brother, my sister,
Or cross over?
Shabbat shalom!
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