Reuven, Leah's Eldest

Tamar Weissman
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Genesis 29:30-32

(30) And Jacob cohabited with Rachel also; indeed, he loved Rachel more than
Leah. And he served him another seven years. (31) Seeing that Leah was
unloved, M opened her womb; but Rachel was barren. (32) Leah conceived
and bore a son, and named him Reuben; for she declared, “It means: ‘717> has

 »

seen my affliction’; it also means: ‘Now my husband will love me.
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Genesis 30:14

(14) Once, at the time of the wheat harvest, Reuben came upon some
mandrakes in the field and brought them to his mother Leah. Rachel said to
Leah, “Please give me some of your son’s mandrakes.”
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Genesis 35:19-23

(19) Thus Rachel died. She was buried on the road to Ephrath—now
Bethlehem. (20) Over her grave Jacob set up a pillar; it is the pillar at Rachel’s
grave to this day. (21) Israel journeyed on, and pitched his tent beyond
Migdal-eder. (22) While Israel stayed in that land, Reuben went and lay with
Bilhah, his father’s concubine; and Israel found out. Now the sons of Jacob
were twelve in number. (23) The sons of Leah: Reuben—Jacob’s
first-born—Simeon, Levi, Judah, Issachar, and Zebulun.
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Bereshit Rabbah 98:4

Rabbi Abbahu, and some say Rabbi Yaakov, in the name of Rabbi Hiyya Rabba,
and Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi in the name of Rabbi Shimon ben Yohai: We
learned: One who is suspect in some matter neither judges in its regard nor
testifies in its regard. Is it possible that he is destined to be one of the six tribes
that were standing on Mount Eval and saying: “Cursed is one who lies with his
father’s wife” (Deuteronomy 27:20), and he performed this very act? Rather,
he was defending his mother’s honor. All the days that Rachel was alive, her
bed was situated alongside the bed of Jacob our patriarch. When Rachel died,
Jacob our patriarch took Bilha’s bed and placed it alongside his bed. [Reuben]
said: Is it not enough that my mother was jealous during her sister’s lifetime,
that she must be so even after her death? He rose and rearranged the beds. The
Rabbis say: I am neither distancing you nor drawing you near. Instead I am
leaving you in loose abeyance until Moses, in whose regard it is written: “And
Moses ascended to God” (Exodus 19:3), comes, and does with you what he
perceives to be correct. When Moses came, he began to draw him near: “May
Reuben live” (Deuteronomy 33:6). The Rabbis say: The same was true of the
congregation of Korah, .
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Rashi on Genesis 35:22
(1) R0 7IR2 SR 19w2 WHEN ISRAEL DWELT IN THAT LAND — before he
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came to Isaac at Hebron, all these troubles happened to him. (2) 22w AND HE
LAY — Because he had disturbed his couch Scripture accounts it to him as
though he had actually sinned in this manner. But why did he disturb his
couch? When Rachel died Jacob removed to Bilhah’s tent and Reuben came
and protested against the slight thus inflicted on his mother (Leah). He said:
“If my mother’s sister was her rival, is that any reason why the handmaid of
my mother’s sister should become a rival to her!” On this account he disturbed
the couch (Shabbat 55b). (3) Wy 0°3w 2p¥° °12 17" NOW THE SONS OF JACOB
WERE TWELVE — Scripture begins again where it left off the previous
narrative (i.e. the birth of Benjamin): when Benjamin was born the destined
number of his sons was complete and it was proper that they should then be
enumerated; and therefore it enumerates them. Our Rabbis explained that
these words are intended to tell us that Jacob’s twelve sons were all equal —

they were all equally righteous, for Reuben had committed no actual sin
(Shabbat 55b).
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Sifrei Devarim 31:6

(6) And thus is it written (Ibid. 35:22) "And it was, when Israel dwelt in that
land, that Reuven went and lay with Bilhah, his father's concubine, and Israel
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heard." When Jacob heard this, he shuddered and said: Can it be that there is
"base matter" in my sons! — until he was told by the L-rd that Reuven had
repented, as it is written (Ibid.) "And the sons of Jacob were twelve" (including
Reuven.) We are hereby taught that Reuven afflicted himself all of his days
because of that act, until Moses accepted his penitence, viz. (Devarim 33:6)
"Reuven shall live (in this world) and he shall not die" (in the world to come).
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Genesis 49:3-4

(3) Reuben, you are my first-born, My might and first fruit of my vigor,
Exceeding in rank And exceeding in honor. (4) Unstable as water, you shall
excel no longer; For when you mounted your father’s bed, You brought
disgrace—my couch he mounted!
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Genesis 37:19-30

(19) They said to one another, “Here comes that dreamer! (20) Come now, let
us kill him and throw him into one of the pits; and we can say, ‘A savage beast
devoured him.” We shall see what comes of his dreams!” (21) But when Reuben
heard it, he tried to save him from them. He said, “Let us not take his life.” (22)
And Reuben went on, “Shed no blood! Cast him into that pit outin the
wilderness, but do not touch him yourselves”—intending to save him from
them and restore him to his father. (23) When Joseph came up to his brothers,
they stripped Joseph of his tunic, the ornamented tunic that he was wearing,
(24) and took him and cast him into the pit. The pit was empty; there was no
water in it. (25) Then they sat down to a meal. Looking up, they saw a caravan
of Ishmaelites coming from Gilead, their camels bearing gum, balm, and
ladanum to be taken to Egypt. (26) Then Judah said to his brothers, “What do
we gain by killing our brother and covering up his blood? (27) Come, let us sell
him to the Ishmaelites, but let us not do away with him ourselves. After all, he
is our brother, our own flesh.” His brothers agreed. (28) When Midianite
traders passed by, they pulled Joseph up out of the pit. They sold Joseph for
twenty pieces of silver to the Ishmaelites, who brought Joseph to Egypt. (29)
When Reuben returned to the pit and saw that Joseph was not in the pit, he
rent his clothes. (30) Returning to his brothers, he said, “The boy is gone! Now,
what am I to do?”
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Bereshit Rabbah 84:19

(19) “Reuben returned to the pit, and behold, Joseph was not in the pit,
and he rent his garments” (Genesis 37:29). “Reuben returned to the pit” —
where had he been? Rabbi Eliezer and Rabbi Yehoshua: Rabbi Eliezer said: In
his sackcloth and his fasting. When he was free, he went and peered into that
pit. That is what is written: “Reuben returned to the pit.” The Holy One
blessed be He said to him: ‘A person has never sinned before Me and repented,
and you are the first to initiate repentance. As you live, your descendant will
arise and be the first to initiate repentance.’ Who is that? It is Hosea, as it is
stated: “Return, Israel, to the Lord your God” (Hosea 14:2).
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Bereshit Rabbah 84:15

The Holy One blessed be He said: ‘You were the first to engage in the saving of
lives; as you live, they will designate cities of refuge first only within your
boundaries.’ That is what is written: “Betzer in the wilderness...[for the
Reubenites]” (Deuteronomy 4:43).
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Genesis 42:37-38

(37) Then Reuben said to his father, “You may kill my two sons if I do not bring
him back to you. Put him in my care, and I will return him to you.” (38) But he
said, “My son must not go down with you, for his brother is dead and he alone
is left. If he meets with disaster on the journey you are taking, you will send
my white head down to Sheol in grief.”
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Bereshit Rabbah 91:9

“Reuben said to his father, saying: Kill my two sons if I do not bring him
back to you; place him in my charge, and I will return him to you”
(Genesis 42:37). “Reuben said to his father...” — Rabbi [Yehuda HaNasi]| says:
This is a firstborn imbecile. Are your sons not my sons? [ wonder.
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Deuteronomy 33:6

(6) May Reuben live and not die, Though few be his numbers.
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Numbers 32:1-19

(1) The Reubenites and the Gadites owned cattle in very great numbers. Noting
that the lands of Jazer and Gilead were a region suitable for cattle, (2) the
Gadite and Reubenite [leaders] came to Moses, Eleazar the priest, and the
chieftains of the community, and said, (3) “Ataroth, Dibon, Jazer, Nimrah,
Heshbon, Elealeh, Sebam, Nebo, and Beon— (4) the land that M7 has
conquered for the community of Israel—is cattle country, and your servants
have cattle. (5) It would be a favor to us,” they continued, “if this land were
given to your servants as a holding; do not move us across the Jordan.” (6)
Moses replied to the Gadites and the Reubenites, “Are your brothers to go to
war while you stay here? (7) Why will you turn the minds of the Israelites from
crossing into the land that M has given them?...(14) And now you, a breed of
sinful fellows, have replaced your fathers, to add still further to M7”’s wrath
against Israel. (15) If you turn away from [God], who then abandons them once
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more in the wilderness, you will bring calamity upon all this people.” (16)
Then they stepped up to him and said, “We will build here sheepfolds for our
flocks and towns for our children. (17) And we will hasten as shock-troops in
the van of the Israelites until we have established them in their home, while
our children stay in the fortified towns because of the inhabitants of the land.
(18) We will not return to our homes until the Israelites—every one of
them—are in possession of their portion. (19) But we will not have a share
with them in the territory beyond the Jordan, for we have received our share
on the east side of the Jordan.”
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