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There’s Less to it than Meets the Eye

“Reuvein, you are my firstborn, my strength and the first of my vigor. (You should have become) greater (than your brothers through) elevation (to the priesthood), and greater (than them through assumption of) might (i.e., kingship). (Alas, because you acted with) haste like (flowing) water, do not take more (than your siblings), because you mounted your father’s bed, then you desecrated Him Who ascended my couch” (Genesis 49:3-4).


Before his passing, Yaakov gave a final address to each of his sons, the progenitors of the Twelve Tribes of Israel. For Reuvein, the eldest, he unfortunately had only words of chastisement. “You will not receive the honors otherwise intended for my firstborn, because in your haste you ‘mounted your father’s bed.’ ”


Yaakov’s dire reprimand was referring to an incident recorded in Parshas Vayishlach (Bereishis 35:22), where it states, “And Reuvein went and slept with Bilhah, his father’s concubine.” The Torah there seemingly indicates that Reuvein committed the unforgivable act of adultery with one of Yaakov’s wives, provoking Yaakov to withhold the firstborn rights from his eldest son.


Nevertheless, this is simply not what transpired. Besides the fact that it is inconceivable that the ancestor of one of the tribes of Israel, whose name was later inscribed in the High Priest’s breastplate and worn into the Temple’s Holy of Holies (1), could have possibly succumbed to one of the worst sins, the Sages present two proofs from the Torah itself that it was not so (2).


Firstly, immediately following the above incident the Torah says, “And the sons of Yaakov were twelve (3).” This indicates that all the brothers were equal, an impossibility had Reuvein transgressed. 

Furthermore, upon their inaugural entry into the Land of Israel, the Jews approached Mount Gereezim and Mount Aival where they were divided into two groups, six tribes each. The Levites turned to one group while reciting a list of blessings, and turned to the other group, which included the tribe of Reuvein, when pronouncing the corresponding curses (4). 

Among the curses was, “Cursed is the man who sleeps with his father’s wife (5).” Had Reuvein violated this specific offense, G-d would not have placed his descendants in the uncomfortable and disrespectful position of being the conduits for that very-same curse.

What, then, did Reuvein do to rouse his father’s ire, and why does the Torah imply that he committed a much worse offense?

The Sages explain that the questionable incident occurred soon after the passing of Yaakov’s primary wife, Rachel. While she was alive, Yaakov maintained his primary residence in her dwelling. Reuvein, whose mother was Leah, felt his mother’s pain not being the main spouse. Nevertheless, as long as Rachel was alive, it was understood that she was Yaakov’s most beloved.

Upon Rachel’s death, Reuvein assumed that Yaakov would certainly give precedence to Leah before either of the other two wives in his decision where to transfer his permanent residency. When Yaakov did not, however, settling instead with Bilhah, Rachel’s former handmaid, Reuvein decided he must protest for his mother’s honor.

Unfortunately, he acted hastily and, without consenting his father, desecrated the bed in Bilhah’s home.

The Torah, in classifying Reuvein’s offence, calls it adultery, and to a certain degree it was. To have an affair with a married woman is to infringe upon her husband’s domain. Intruding into Yaakov’s spousal relationships, and attempting to rein influential on the decision-making, implicated Reuvein with a strain of adultery (6).

Although it was certainly a far cry from the real thing, nevertheless, the Torah does not refrain from describing Reuvein’s actions as an explicit act of adultery. Strangely, this is actually because of Reuvein’s piety, not his iniquity.

Generally speaking, when the Torah relates an incident, its objective is not to chronicle the event the way a journalist would (or is supposed to, anyway), reporting the basic facts as they occurred at the scene. The Torah, contrary to popular opinion, is not a history book, nor is it meant to be a source for children’s bedtime stories. Not to say that the events contained therein did not occur; they most definitely did. But it is foremost a book of law, with the stories included to teach spirituality and proper ethics.

When recounting a specific episode, especially an errant one, the Torah delves into the depths of the story. Often, it will attribute the action to a more severe transgression with which it shares common ground, based on the level of the person or people involved (7).

A prime example of this is the story of Achan, in the Book of Yehoshua. Before finally conquering the city of Yericho, Yehoshua imposed a prohibition upon the spoils of the city, as a form of thanksgiving to G-d for His anticipated assistance in their victory (8). A fellow named Achan, however, violated the prohibition and took from the booty (9).

But let us examine the verse that contains the indictment. “Israel has sinned and they have violated My covenant! They have taken from the spoils forbidden to them; they have stolen. They will not be able to overcome their enemies until the forbidden objects are removed from their midst (10).”

A casual reading of these verses gives the impression that the entire nation sinned, or at least a vast majority of the people. Yet, it was only one person from the entire nation that dared lay hands on the contraband, and nevertheless all of Israel was held accountable! So high a spiritual plane were the Jewish people on that if even one person could steal, they were all accused of the crime, guilty of not providing enough influence to the contrary (11).


The righteous Reuvein, too, was held in such high esteem by G-d that meddling into Yaakov’s spousal relationships was considered tantamount to an act of adultery committed by a simpleton, and the verse therefore charges him as such. Similarly, Yaakov, expecting much more from his firstborn son, deemed Reuvein unfit for the privileges otherwise intended for him. 

-------------------------

(1) See Talmud Sotah 36b, where the same notion is presented concerning Yosef. (2) Talmud Shabbos 55b. (3) Bereishis 35:22. (4) See Deut. 27:11-26. (5) Ibid., v.20. (6) Rabbi Eliyahu Dessler in his Michtav Me’Eliyahu, vol. 1, p.163. (7) Ibid., pp. 161-166. (8) Yehoshua 6:17. (9) Ibid., 7:1. (10) Ibid., v.11-12. (11) See also Viewpoints, pp.8-12, Denver Kollel Pub., for another application of this principle.    

Written by: Rabbi Shlomo Rosenberg

To receive this publication at your email address, email to: subscribe@denverkollel.org

For more information about the Kollel, please call 303-820-2855
