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Jewish Unity and its Discontents 

This past Tuesday morning, students at forty Jewish high schools across North America gathered together, 
using video conferencing technology, and marked the completion of  the study of  the entire Mishnah. A 
collective learning project, a siyum, of  this sort is a common Jewish way to commemorate the death of  a 
friend or relative and these high school students had joined together to complete the entire Mishnah in 
memory of  one of  their own, Ezra Schwartz, a member of  the Maimonides High School class of  2015 who 
was murdered 30 days ago during a terror attack in Gush Etzion. 

I did not attend the siyum, but I heard how meaningful it was from Sara. She teaches the honors Talmud class 
to twelfth grade girls at Ida Crown. Her students participated in the learning and attended the siyum with their 
classmates. Students at several of  the participating schools spoke and read Mishnah and Ezra Schwartz’s 
mother also participated along with Rabbanit Chana Henkin, who is an important Torah scholar and 
pioneering educator, as well as a recently bereaved mother. Rabbanit Henkin’s son, Rav Eitam Henkin, was 
murdered at the beginning of  the horrific wave of  violence still battering our brothers and sisters in Israel -
Am Yisrael HaYosev B’Tzion. 

As Sara processed the emotionally intense siyum with her students, one of  them turned to her and said, “why 
do we only come together in this way when something bad happens?” 

Indeed. 

Why do we only come together, to embrace the Torah, to identify with one another and with Am Yisrael, to 
act in solidarity with one another across our differences, why do we only come together when something bad 
happens? 

Yaakov Avinu, our patriarch Jacob, was fixated on the question unity and division during his final moments 
alive. 

 וַּיְִקָר֥א יַעֲֹק֖ב אֶל־ּבָנָ֑יו וַּיֹ֗אמֶר הֵאָֽסְפּו֙ וְאַּגִ֣יָדה לָכֶ֔ם אֵ֛ת אֲׁשֶר־יְִקָר֥א אֶתְכֶ֖ם ּבְאַחֲִר֥ית הַּיָמִֽים׃
“And Yaakov called to his children saying, “gather together so that I can tell you all that shall happen to you 
in the End of  Days.” 

 הִּקָבְצּ֥ו וְׁשִמְעּ֖ו ּבְנֵ֣י יַעֲֹק֑ב וְׁשִמְעּ֖ו אֶל־יִׂשְָראֵ֥ל אֲבִיכֶֽם׃
“Assemble yourselves and listen, children of  Jacob, to your father Israel.” 

This appears to be a classic example of  Biblical parallelism. The second verse is a poetic recapitulation of  the 
first verse with different words that, essentially, mean the same thing.  ֙הֵאָֽסְפּו means the same thing as 
 .Yaakov, in these verses, is calling his children around him to give them a final message  .הִּקָבְצּ֥ו

But Rabbi Meir Leivush Malbim, on of  the great 19th century Torah commentators, doesn’t understand the 
episode this way. The Malbim write that Kibbutz and Asifah represent two stages of  coming together and 
forming unity. Kibbutz comes first, and is followed by Asifah. Kibbutz is the assembly of  diverse opinions in 
one place at one time. Asifah is when differences and dispute is transcended and profound unity is created. 

With this understanding, a more complex dynamic emerges. Yaakov calls his children to gather as an asifah, to  
overcome machloket and dispute so that he can tell them about the “end of  days” for the Temple was 
destroyed, we are told, for the sin of  baseless hatred, and our exile endures so long as baseless hatred and 
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divisions exist in our community. Therefore,  the “end of  days” that Yaakov wishes to reveal, the secret of   
full redemption, is the asifah, the gathering together.  

However, as soon as Yaakov peered into the future of  his children, he saw machloket, dispute, rancor, and 
tension, and the Divine presence and the spirit of  prophecy lifted from him. He could not tell about the end 
of  days. 

Instead, Yaakov called upon his children to assemble, as a hikabtzu, a more mundane and basic collective, and 
then he addressed them. 

This understanding of  the exchange between Yaakov and his children sees machloket, dispute, as 
unquestionably harmful and negative. How much better would it have been if  Yaakov had seen harmony and 
unity in the Jewish future. The End of  Days could have occurred so soon after the beginning of  Jewish 
history. And yet, once Yaakov understands that differences cannot be elided, he does not shy away from an 
open engagement with those differences.   

At the conclusion of  Yaakov’s remarks to his children, the Torah says that Yaakov blessed his children.  
 וַיְבֶָ֣רְ אֹותָ֔ם אִ֛יׁש אֲׁשֶ֥ר ּכְבְִרכָתֹ֖ו ּבֵַרְ֥ אֹתָֽם׃

“And he blessed them. Each one received his appropriate blessing” 

The medieval scholars, the rishonim, disagree about how this verse is to be understood.According to Ibn Ezra, 
once Yaakov addressed the tribes as recorded in the Torah, he then gave them words of  blessing that were 
themselves not included in the Torah.  

According to the other perspective, Yaakov’s final recorded address to his children, which included words of  
praise and words of  rebuke, was itself  a berkhah - a blessing.  

The End of  Days will require an asifah, a collective based on common purpose and a common vision for the 
future. But in our unredeemed world, calling out the flaws within ourselves and the calling out the flaws of  
others and naming the differences that divide us can be the biggest blessing we can give to another.  

And that is what Yaakov does. He blesses his children, by means of  rebuke.  

Re’uven, Yaakov’s first child had so much potential, but he was consistently inconsistent, he was reliably 
unreliable and Yaakov names that flaw and critiques it: 

  ּפַ֤חַז ּכַּמַ֙יִם֙ אַל־ּתֹותַ֔ר
“Unstable as water…” 

And then Yaakov turns his attention to Shimon and Levi. Years earlier, Shimon and Levi had perpetrated a 
massacre against the population of  Shechem in revenge for the rape and kidnapping of  their sister Dina. At 
that time, in the immediate aftermath of  the crime, Yaakov expressed his outrage to his brothers in a 
somewhat equivocal fashion, highlighting the instrumental harm and pragmatic inconvenience an act of  this 
sort would have on Yaakov’s need to maintain friendly relationships with his neighbors. The Torah even gives 
Shimon and Levi the final word in that conversation. “How can we allow our sister to be treated this way,” 
they ask and Yaakov has no response. 

But now, as Yaakov realizes that his children will have a long journey ahead of  them, he understands that he 
cannot allow Shimon and Levi to have the final word. The road ahead, the long journey of  the Children of  
Israel through history requires moral clarity. And so Yaakov provides it: 

 ׁשִמְעֹ֥ון וְלֵוִ֖י אַחִ֑ים ּכְלֵ֥י חָמָ֖ס מְכֵֹרתֵיהֶֽם׃
Simeon and Levi are brothers; Weapons of  violence their kinship. 
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Let my soul not come into their council; Into their assembly let my glory not be not united; For in their anger 
they slew men, And in their self-will they houghed oxen. 
Cursed be their anger, for it was fierce, And their wrath, for it was cruel; I will divide them in Jacob, And 
scatter them in Israel.” 

Yaakov knows that the End of  Days - the full redemption will come about through asifah, a merging of  
purposes and goals, and a deep unity. But Yaakov understood that a long road was ahead and avoiding 
conflict would be even more destructive if  it allowed a facile unity to endure that contained an 
accommodation with evil and with violence. 

 עם הנצח לא מפחד מדרך ארוכה
 “The eternal people does not fear a long journey.”
  Because the Jewish people transcends generations and time itself, Rav Kook taught, we are able to take the
 time to do things the right way.  Yaakov’s words of  rebuke mark the moment when Yaakov understands that
 the Jewish journey through history will be a long one. A false-unity that papers over profound differences,
 will not suffice for a journey of  this sort. The violent revenge of  Shimon and Levi must be confronted before
 we move forward together.

By nature I am conflict-averse. My personal inclination is to finesse differences whenever possible. If  one can 
achieve 80% of  ones goals with 20% of  the controversy, that moderate path is the one I tend to choose. I 
believe that way is the way to achieve communal harmony. That is the path that preserves unity. 

But,  there is a limit to harmony and there is a limit to unity. The Jewish people could not march forward in 
history sullied by Shimon and Levi’s crimes. Their crimes had to be condemned and the violent rage of  
Shimon and Levi had to be neutralized before we could move forward. That was true in the time of  Yaakov 
and it is true today. 

A video surfaced in Israel this week showing footage of  a recent wedding celebration. Unlike any Jewish 
wedding I have attended, the celebrants at this wedding held guns and knives in the air as they danced. One 
dancer repeatedly stabbed a photograph of  Ali Dawabshe who was murdered together with his parents this 
past summer in an arson attack that has still not been solved.  Jews who could exult and celebrate the murder 
of  innocents can have no place in our community. They may pray from our siddur but their worship is a 
foreign worship. They may wrap themselves in tzitzit but there is no impact of  Torah on their minds or in 
their hearts.  They, and those who support them, must find no succor in our shuls; institutions that support 
and spread their ideology must be cut off  from all forms of  funding and communal support.  

That high school student was correct to yearn for greater unity. She was correct to yearn for a time when we 
join together as Jews, not only to mourn, and not only in response to external threats, but to celebrate and to 
dedicate ourselves to Torah and a life of  mitzvot. But that greater unity, can only come from common values, 
and common values must emerge from a place of  moral clarity. That moral clarity can lead to kibbutz, 
assembling together, and that assembly can lead to asifah, and that asifah will escort us to the Acharit HaYamim, 
with the full redemption.


