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The Economist recently put out its special issue: The World in 2011. It’s full of 

predictions and prognostications about what the world will look in the year ahead. It’s 

modeled after its weekly format so it naturally includes an obituary. If you haven’t seen it 

already, I’m afraid I’m going to spoil the suspense of wondering who the magazine 

predicts will perish in the coming year. It’s an obituary for the incandescent light bulb. 

They’re already unavailable in Australia and Brazil. By the end of next year, “their sale 

will be banned in Britain, production ended in Japan and fadeouts will begin in the US 

and intensify across Europe.” I for one hope we can at least keep the jokes.  

 

We all know the plotline of our parsha as ספר בראשית comes to a close. Yaakov is on his 

deathbed. The time has come for him to bestow blessings upon all of his children. But 

there’s one word that’s conspicuously absent from Yaakov’s lips – a word that has 

preoccupied him for his entire life. The word is ברכה.  

- Yaakov’s connection to the notion of ברכה begins when he dupes Yitzchak into 

bestowing his bracha upon his younger son.  

- It continues in the narrative of Esav:  

o When Yaakov struggles with the angel, he won’t release his opponent 

until he blesses him: ויאמר לא אשלחך כי אם ברכתני – I won’t let you go, 

Yaakov says, unless you bless me.  

o And when Yaakov reconciles with his brother, he prevails upon Esav to 

accept his gifts – which he calls his bracha. קח נא את ברכתי – please take 

my brachah.  

- Even when he meets Paroh – Yaakov begins and ends the conversation with a 

brachah.  

 

Yet here – in the waning moments of Yaakov’s life – he chooses such an enigmatic 

formulation to announce his intentions. We know what’s coming. We’re waiting for him 

to say it. And he starts down that path:  

 ויקרא יעקב אל בניו ויאמר האספו

Yaakov calls his children and tells them: gather ‘round. 

 

And we expect to continue and say  

 האספו ואברך אתכם בטרם אמות.

Gather ‘round so that I may bless you before I die. 

 

But that’s not what the pasuk says at all. Instead, it tells us (49:1):  

 האספו ואגידה לכם את אשר יקרא אתכם באחרית הימים. 

Gather ‘round and I will tell you what will befall you in the end of days. 
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Even absent the greater context, this pasuk would warrant investigation. But considering 

that it’s uttered by a man who trafficked in the currency of brachos for a lifetime, we’re 

compelled to take a closer look. 

 

What I’d like to suggest is that Yaakov quite intentionally seizes on this moment and 

subtly transforms it into a philosophical lesson. Of course what follows are brachos. 

Yaakov knows this. His children know this. And the text itself in summing up the 

narrative confirms this: ויברך אותם איש אשר כברכתו ברך אותם – he blessed each one 

according to his blessing (49:28).  

 

But Yaakov deliberately chooses a different formulation to call attention to – what I 

would argue – is the singularly most essential message that Yaakov wishes to impart to 

his children. Every one of his twelve sons receives a unique and individualized blessing. 

There’s only one overarching message that Yaakov makes known to all of his children. 

To the careful listener, he reveals it in this introductory line. And then he reaffirms it in 

no uncertain terms as soon as the brachos are complete.  

 

We mistranslate the expression Yaakov uses: אחרית הימים. We throw around the term the 

end of days. But it’s wrong. קץ הימים would be the end of days. אחרית הימים means the 

days that are yet to come. אחר is a relative term, not an absolute one. It means what’s 

happening next – what comes hereafter.  

  

What Yaakov is teaching his children – and each of us in the process – is the seminal 

message of our parsha: Don’t believe in endings. Just because a particular chapter has 

reached its conclusion doesn’t mean the story is over. Far from it. Always remember 

  .that there are days still to come – אחרית הימים

 

Which is precisely the symbolic value of Yaakov’s final command to all of his children: 

ויאמר אלהם אני נאסף אל עמי. קברו אותי אל אבותי אל המערה אשר בשדה עפרון החיתי. במערה אשר 

בארץ כנען.בשדה המכפילה אשר על פני ממרא   

I shall be gathered to my people. Bury with my fathers in… the land of Canaan (49:29-

30).  

 

It’s not just Yaakov’s desire to return to and be buried in the land of his fathers. It’s that 

Yaakov actively defies the notion that his story would end in Egypt – or that his story 

would end at all.   

 

What could be more final than death? Yet Yaakov scripts his own demise in such a way 

that – not only flies in the face of finality – but actually initiates the next chapter of the 

narrative. In fulfilling the wish of their father, the brothers have no choice but to come 

together in unified devotion to make a pilgrimage to the land of their future.  

 

Perhaps what’s so stunning is that the Torah reveals almost immediately the contagious 

effect of keeping tomorrow at the forefront of our consciousness. For Yosef, leaving 

Egypt – even to bury his own father – is clearly no small matter. It requires the 
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permission of Paro. Only on the strength of the argument that Yosef had taken an oath to 

fulfill his father’s dying wish does Paro actually accede to his request.  

 

But Yaakov’s plan works. Yosef is so moved by his journey back to his homeland that he 

himself decides to follow his father’s precedent. The very icon of Egypt boldly declares 

that Egypt is not the final destination – it’s not the end. By demanding that he be re-

interred in the Holy Land, Yosef cleverly ensures that the Jewish people will never 

become so enmeshed in Egypt that they forget their destiny. If the great Egyptian viceroy 

is so intent on returning to Israel, how much more so should every citizen of the Jewish 

nation dream of returning?  

 

In an alternate version of the story, Yosef’s death would represent the end of an epoch. 

Instead, Yosef transforms his own demise into a catalyst for the preservation of 

hope and insists that our sights remain eternally trained on the prospect of 

redemption.  

 

The incandescent light bulb is such an apt metaphor. Its death leaves the world no 

dimmer. In fact, it propels forward a great legacy of innovation and creativity. 

 

Judaism has succeeded in preserving this great ethic of Yaakov and Yosef. We 

consistently resist the notion that we have reached the end.  

- On the smallest scale: When we make a siyum on a mesechta – we celebrate it’s 

completion by saying: הדרן עלך   – we’re not finished – we’re going to come back to 

you.  

- And much more broadly: How many times in our history could we have conceded 

– as others did – that the Jewish people had reached its end?  

- We’ve held firm to a belief that even death is not the conclusion; but there is an 

  .a world to come – עולם הבא

- And we’ve made the belief in Mashiach and our ultimate redemption one of our 

most basic tenets of faith.  

 

As Rabbi Jonathan Sacks once wrote: “Judaism is the only civilization whose golden age 

is in the future.”  

 

Which is why the story of a place called Yemin Orde should really come as no surprise.  

As many of you know, Yemin Orde is a youth village in the north of Israel that houses 

and cares for hundreds of orphans – Jewish children who have no families or aren’t able 

to live with them. Much of the campus was devastated earlier this month by the worst fire 

in Israel’s history.  

 

Yet at no point did anyone interpret this tragedy to be an ending. The rebuilding has 

already begun. The next chapters in the lives of these precious children are already being 

written.   
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I know some of you have already contributed to various causes in Israel to help with the 

relief effort in the aftermath of the fire. And I commend you. But if you have not already 

responded, I want to bring to your attention a special opportunity.  

 

I’m pleased this morning to share with you that a Jewish Center family has stepped 

forward and proposed a challenge grant to our community. George and Harriet Blank 

have pledged to donate one dollar for every two raised by our congregation. For every 

dollar you donate, a dollar and half will go toward the rebuilding effort. You can 

contribute online or can you make a check out to the Rabbi Jung Fund and earmark it for 

Israel Relief.   

 

This is not an open appeal. It’s just an open opportunity: a chance to replicate Yaakov’s 

bequest to his children. The great ending to our story has never yet been written. Peering 

over the horizon, we have learned to look toward אחרית הימים – not the end of days, but 

the days yet to come. Each of us has a role to play. And with God’s help, so will each of 

the children in Yemin Orde.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


