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31) Rav Yaakov Meidan - Virtual Beit Midrash Parshat Vayishlach: “Anyone who says that Reuven
sinned...”  

Let us apply our imagination to what happened that night: Here is Yaakov's tent, in the dark of night.
Yaakov is busy elsewhere for a while, and Bilha - inside the tent - is preparing herself for her husband's
return, excited at the honor that she has been given. Bilha is no longer wearing her regular garments; she
is wearing only her night clothes. It is dark outside; everyone is asleep; no one is watching. Into the tent
marches Reuven, determined, full of anger and cruelty. He grabs Bilha, drags her or carries her off,
stifling her screams with his hand. He takes her to a distant tent, where he restrains her and gags her so as
to keep her silent. He does not lie with her. Heaven forefend that he should defile himself with his father's
concubine! His whole intention is for the sake of heaven, for the sake of justice and his mother's honor.

He also does not lie with her because he hates her: Bilha has fulfilled for his mother - even if not of her
own initiative - the expression, "a maidservant who inherits the place of her mistress," by taking the status
of favored wife after Rachel's death. He has no interest in "a despised woman with whom you have
relations" (see Mishlei 30:23). In addition to all of the above, Reuven has no time to spend on Bilha. The
moment he has finished tying her up somewhere far away, he hurries to his mother's tent (for it seems that
she was at least partially party to his plan) and accompanies her surreptitiously to Yaakov's tent, which is
still empty.

It is late. Yaakov returns to his tent after summoning - for the first time since Rachel's death - her
replacement, Bilha. There is no moon and the tent is completely dark. Yaakov, with the modesty that he
has always practiced, does what he does quietly; perhaps wordlessly, perhaps with whispers. He has no
way of knowing, by means of either voice or appearance, who it is that is waiting for him in bed. He
draws "Bilha" close to him, and "she" returns his affection...  In the morning, behold, it is Leah.  

3



THE LEADERSHIP TRIBES OF ISRAEL:
REUVEN

Vying for Leadership
Nechama Price

A final detail in this most troubling scenario. Let us return to Reuven, dragging an unwilling Bilha from
Yaakov's tent to somewhere outside, her mouth gagged and wearing only a nightgown. We have assumed
that everyone is asleep and no one sees. But this is not so! In one of the tents a young boy is trying to
calm his younger brother, a crying baby, because Rachel his mother has died, and Bilha, who now raises
them, has left the tent for the night without any notice of where she is going.

Young Yosef is not asleep. From the entrance to his tent he watches, terror-stricken, as Reuven drags
Bilha from her bed, like an attacker dragging his victim, and he concludes what any one of us would
conclude in a similar situation. He also understands, that ghastly night, what kind of life awaits a person
with no mother to protect him, just as Bilha has no mistress to protect her. The next day, when the plot is
discovered by Yaakov, Yosef tells him what he saw and all about his fear of Reuven and the other
brothers, who may potentially act as he did.

Perhaps the words of the verse telling us that Reuven lay with his father's concubine are not an objective
reporting of the facts, but rather a fact subject to the clause in the second part of the verse - "And Yisrael
heard." This is how it appeared; this is what Yaakov was told - but the Torah testifies: "the children of
Yaakov were twelve." None of them committed the atrocity mentioned.
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REUVEN IN TANACH
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