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Not the same, but united.

When the Jewish people received the Torah at Mount Sinai they are described 
as being ‘like one person with one heart’.

What does this vision look like today? How do we balance unity with diverse 
society?

At what point do we fight for our principles at the expense of our unity? 

Over the last few months, we have had many challenges in this arena with 
vociferous opinions on Brexit, antisemitism in the Labour party, PPE for 
medical and social care professionals and family tensions from being together 
during lockdown, to name a few.

However, we have also seen some historic displays of unity: comradery, 
community initiatives to help the vulnerable, Captain Sir Tom Moore’s 
remarkable fundraising campaign to mark his 100th birthday and a nation 
standing on doorsteps clapping for the NHS.

These dilemmas are with us today as they were in yesteryear.

Shavuot is a special time for Torah study, so let’s explore some Biblical and 
Talmudic examples as well as a case study from modern Jewish history. 
Discuss, debate and have your voice heard. You do not have to agree, but 
remain united by studying together!
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Running for his life after a dramatic fall out with his brother Esau, 
Jacob stops to rest. With only the stones on the ground for a 
pillow, he lies down to sleep. This is where the iconic dream of 
Jacob’s ladder occurs. He wakes up, flustered, and awestruck that 
he has experienced Divine revelation. He takes the ‘stone’ that he 
had used as a pillow and turns it into a monument for God.

The description is perplexing: it begins by saying he assembled 
various stones as a pillow, but later refers back to one single stone! 
The sages explained that the stones miraculously united:

“It is written: “And he took of the stones of the place, and placed 
them under his head, and lay down in that place to sleep” (Genesis 
28:11). And it is written: “And Jacob rose up early in the morning, 
and he took the stone that he had placed under his head, and 
set it up for a pillar, and poured oil upon the top of it” (Genesis 
28:18). The first verse indicates that Jacob took several stones, 
whereas the latter verse indicates that he took only one stone. 
Rabbi Yitzchak says: This teaches that all those stones gathered to 
one place and each one said: Let this righteous man place his head 
upon me. And it was taught: And all of them were absorbed into 
one large rock.”

Jacob has fled his family home amidst strife and fighting. What will his future 
family look like? Will his children one day be able to unite despite their differences? 
These stones symbolise the twelve tribes that he will father and reflect the fact 
that despite some rough patches in their relationship such as the Joseph story, 
they will remain one nation. At this stage of his journey, as he is alone, Jacob is 
contemplating life choices: 

י ִיְצָחק: ח ֶאת ָהֶאֶבן״! ָאַמר ַרִבּ ַקּ קֹום״, ּוְכִתיב ״ַוִיּ ח ֵמַאְבֵני ַהָמּ ַקּ ִתיב ״ַוִיּ  ְכּ
ל אֹוָתן ֲאָבִנים ְלָמקֹום ֶאָחד, ְוָכל ַאַחת ְוַאַחת אֹוֶמֶרת צּו ָכּ ְתַקְבּ ִנּ ד ֶשׁ  ְמַלֵמּ

ֶאָחד ן ִנְבְלעּו ְבּ ָנא: ְוכּוָלּ יק ֶזה רֹאׁשֹו״. ָתּ יַח ַצִדּ ״ָעַלי ַיִנּ

What messages about unity and peace are 

being conveyed through this teaching?

Do values take precedence over unity or 

can the next generation be different?

JACOB AND STONESJACOB AND STONESJACOB AND STONESJACOB AND STONES

Talmud Chullin 91b:

.



Hillel and Shammai, who lived in the first century, were two of the greatest 

scholars and leaders of the Mishnaic period. They had very diverse approaches 

and prioritised different values. This can be seen in the following excerpts:

ֵדִני כל ַהתֹוָרה כּוָלּה ַלְמּ ְתּ ׂ ָנת ֶשׁ יֵרִני ַעל ְמּ ַמאי. ָאַמר לֹו: ַגְיּ ֵני ַשׁ ָבא ִלְפּ ׂ גֹוי ֶאָׂחד ֶשׁ ה ְבּ ׁשּוב ַמֲעֶשׂ
יֵריּה. ָאַמר לֹו: ַדֲעָלְך ֵני ִהֵלל, ַגְיּ ָידֹו. ָבא ִלְפּ ְבּ ׂ ָין ֶשׁ ַא מת ַהִבְנּ ָחפֹו ְבּ ֲאִני עֹוֵמד ַעל ֶרֶׂגׂל ַאַחת! ְדּ ׂ ֶשׁ  ְכּ

מֹור ּה הּוא, ִזיל ְגּ ִאיַדְך ֵפירּוַשׁ ָרְך ָלא ַתֲעֵביד — זֹו ִהיא כל ַהתֹוָרה כּוָלּה, ְוּ ַחְבּ ֵני ְלּ ְסּ

“There was another incident involving a non-Jew who came before Shammai 
and said to him: Convert me on condition that you teach me the entire 
Torah while I am standing on one foot. Shammai pushed him away with the 
builder’s cubit in his hand. This was a common measuring stick and Shammai 
was a builder by trade. 

The same non-Jew came before Hillel. He converted him and said to him: 
That which is hateful to you do not do to another; that is the entire Torah, and 
the rest is its interpretation. Go study.”

Shammai prioritised truth over diplomacy. Learning Torah is a lifelong process. 

It could not be cheapened by discussing mastery over it in such a ridiculous 

way. Hillel did not necessarily disagree with Shammai, but had a different 

approach. 

Empathy and a desire to help people is what drove him forward, while 

maintaining values at the same time. Surely this way, once people are on 

board, they are more likely to cooperate and appreciate the principles he so 

passionately believed in.

HILLEL AND SHAMMAIHILLEL AND SHAMMAIHILLEL AND SHAMMAI

Talmud Shabbat 31a:



ה ָנָאה ַוֲחסּוָדה. ָאְמרּו ָלּ ל אֹוְמִרים: ַכּ ִהיא, ּוֵבית ִהֵלּ מֹות ֶשׁ ה ְכּ ָלּ אי אֹוְמִרים ַכּ ַמּ ית ַשׁ ה? ֵבּ ָלּ ִדין ִלְפֵני ַהַכּ יַצד ְמַרְקּ ַנן: ֵכּ נּו ַרָבּ  ָתּ
ֶקר ַבר ֶשׁ ה ָנָאה ַוֲחסּוָדה״? ְוַהּתֹוָרה ָאְמָרה ״ִמְדּ ָלּ ֶרת אֹו סּוָמא, אֹוְמִרים ָלּה ״ַכּ ָהְיָתה ִחיֶגּ ל: ֲהֵרי ֶשׁ אי ְלֵבית ִהֵלּ ַמּ ית ַשׁ  ָלֶהן ֵבּ
ֵעיָניו? ֱהֵוי ּנּו ְבּ ֵעיָניו אֹו ְיַגֶנּ ֶחּנּו ְבּ ְבּ ּוק – ְיַשׁ ח ַרע ִמן ַהּשׁ ַקח ִמָקּ ָלּ ריֶכם, ִמי ֶשׁ אי: ְלִדְבֵ ַמּ ל ְלֵבית ַשׁ ית ִהֵלּ ְרָחק״! ָאְמרּו ָלֶהם ֵבּ  ִתּ

ִרּיֹות ל ָאָדם ְמעֹוֶרֶבת ִעם ַהְבּ ְעּתֹו ֶשׁ ֵהא ַדּ אן ָאְמרּו ֲחָכִמים: ְלעֹוָלם ְתּ ֵעיָניו. ִמָכּ ֶחּנּו ְבּ ְבּ :אֹוֵמר – ְיַשׁ

“The Sages taught: How does one dance before the bride, i.e., what does one 
recite while dancing at her wedding? Beit Shammai (the school of Shammai) 
say: One recites praise of the bride as she is, emphasising her good qualities. 
And Beit Hillel (the school of Hillel) say: One recites: A fair and attractive bride.

Beit Shammai said to Beit Hillel: In a case where the bride has an imperfection, 
does one say with regard to her: A fair and attractive bride? But the Torah 
states: “Keep you from a false matter” (Exodus 23:7).

Beit Hillel said to Beit Shammai: According to your statement, with regard to 
one who acquired an inferior acquisition from the market, should another praise 
it and enhance its value in his eyes or condemn it and diminish its value in his 
eyes? You must say that he should praise it and enhance its value in his eyes 
and refrain from causing him anguish. From here the Sages said: A person’s 
disposition should always be empathetic with humankind.”

Just as Hillel had prioritised harmony where Shammai had chosen 

uncompromising truth, so too their students clung to their schools of thought.

Hillel and ShammaiHillel and Shammai

As time went by, their students followed in their respective ways. This is 

particularly clear in the discussion that ensued regarding a wedding bride.

Would you have liked to be a student of 
Shammai or Hillel? 

Which approach resonates with you more?

Talmud Ketubot 16b - 17a:



Hillel and ShammaiHillel and Shammai

In June 1948, just one month after the state of Israel was declared, there was a 
tragedy amongst the Jewish people. The Altalena, a ship bearing arms and recruits 
for Israel’s military was shot at. The voyage had been arranged by Menachem Begin 
on behalf of the Irgun movement, a group that helped to fight for the Jewish people 
in Israel, prior to the country being declared a Jewish state.

Prime Minister David Ben-Gurion wanted to integrate the Irgun movement into the 
newly formed IDF. He was determined to ensure that the weaponry on board would 
be transferred to the IDF rather than remain in the hands of the Irgun, as this would 
have enabled it to continue as an independent military force. He therefore triggered 
a confrontation with the vessel. The Irgun was prepared to give close to half of 
the arms to the IDF, but the Israeli government met and ruled that in the interests 
of building a state and consolidating military strength, nothing could remain with 
the Irgun. When the ship anchored near Netanya, the IDF sent an ultimatum to 
Menachem Begin, giving him 10 minutes to surrender the ship or be fired upon. 

When Begin didn’t respond, shooting began. It isn’t clear which side started it. Six 
Irgun soldiers and two from the IDF were killed before Begin ordered the Altalena 
to up anchor and sail for Tel Aviv, where he hoped to be able to negotiate directly 
with government officials. At midnight between June 21 and 22, the Altalena ran 
ashore opposite the Kaete Dan Hotel (today the Dan Tel Aviv). Ben-Gurion ordered it 
surrounded by ground troops and two naval gunboats. As Begin’s crew unloaded the 
remainder of the Altalena’s cargo, IDF forces on the beach, under the command of 
Yitzhak Rabin, fired on the ship and the naval vessels began shelling it.

Fearful that the ammunition still on board could be set off, the Altalena’s captain, 
Monroe Fein, ordered everyone to evacuate. By the time a cease-fire was agreed that 
evening, nineteen people had been killed, most of them veteran Irgun members.

What does this demonstrate about the struggle of 
balancing values with unity?

David Ben Gurion, Menachem Begin and Yitzhak Rabin 
were all Prime Ministers of Israel. What does this illustrate 
about the process of building a country?

What would you have done if you were at the scene?

THE ALTALENA, JUNE 1948THE ALTALENA, JUNE 1948THE ALTALENA, JUNE 1948



SIGNING OFF...SIGNING OFF...SIGNING OFF...

this theme through the lens of Jewish history and the events 

of our own lives.

We would love to hear your views on this topic. 

Please drop me a line at rabbieli@tribeuk.com

Unity is a crucial value but do other values 
sometimes supersede it or should everything else 
fade into insignificance?

Shavuot during the Covid-19 crisis gives us a unique 

opportunity to 

pause reflect study & discuss


