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Just before his death, Yaakov gathered his sons and blessed each of them. In his beracha to Reuven, Yaakov 
remarked, “You are my firstborn, my strength and my initial vigor, foremost in rank and foremost in power. Water-
like impetuosity – you cannot be foremost, because you mounted your father’s bed; then you desecrated Him Who 
ascended my couch” (Bereishis 49:3-4). As Yaakov’s firstborn son, Reuven deserved to receive the unique benefits of 
priesthood and kingship, but he lost them. Why?  

Rashi explains that Reuven displayed haste and rashness, like water that turbulently rushes and flows, when 
he impulsively rearranged his father’s bed. When Rochel died, Yaakov took his bed from her tent and transferred it 
to the tent of her maidservant Bilhah. Reuven saw this and decided to stand up for his mother’s honor, arguing that 
if his mother’s sister (Rochel) was a challenger to her in that Yaakov’s bed was normally kept in her tent, should 
her mother’s sister’s maidservant (Bilhah) also be a challenger to her!?  

As a result, Reuven moved his father’s bed to the tent of his mother Leah. For this action he lost  priesthood 
and kingship, and his father rebuked him. In contrast, Yaakov told Yehuda, “Yehuda, your brothers shall 
acknowledge you; your hand will be at your enemies’ nape; your father’s sons will prostrate themselves to you. A 
lion cub is Yehuda; from the prey, my son, you elevated yourself” (Ibid., 8-9). Rashi explains that Yehuda gave his 
brothers the idea to sell Yosef instead of killing him, as he argued (Bereishis 37:26), “What gain will there be if we 
kill our brother?” 

 It is difficult to understand (see Lev Shalom Vol. 1 pg. 439) why Yehuda merited his father blessing him for his 
suggestion of selling Yosef, while Reuven, who stopped his brothers from killing Yosef and wanted to rescue him 
and return him to his father, did not merit receiving any beracha. Yaakov did not even mention the fact that he 
wanted to return Yosef to him. 

 The commentators explain (see Lev Eliyahu Parshas Vayechi, and Machsheves Mussar Vol. 1 pg. 259) that the primary 
criticism of Reuven was not for moving Yaakov’s bed, as the Gemora (Shabbos 55b) teaches that anybody who claims 
that Reuven sinned is mistaken, as he was only defending his mother’s honor. Rather, the complaint against him 
was for פחז כמים – his character trait of impulsiveness, of acting impatiently before fully analyzing a situation. 

 Yosef’s brothers wanted to kill him, yet Reuven protested against them, as the Torah testifies (Bereishis 37:22), 
“And Reuven said to them, ‘Shed no blood! Throw him into this pit in the wilderness, but lay no hand on him.’” 
The Torah adds that his intention in doing so was to rescue Yosef from their hands and return him to his father. But 
what happened? After they threw Yosef into the pit, Yehuda suggested to his brothers that they sell him.  

The Torah records that Reuven subsequently returned to the pit and saw that Yosef was missing, as they 
had already sold him into slavery. Where was Reuven at the time of the sale? Rashi, quoting Chazal, explains that 
he had gone to do teshuvah for moving his father’s bed. However, it is difficult to understand why, in the middle of 
the episode with Yosef, Reuven suddenly decided to leave the scene to repent this action instead of waiting for a 
more opportune time.  



Reuven was aware that he was afflicted with the attribute of פחז כמים and that he needed to correct it. 
Therefore, he did not want to act quickly and hastily in thwarting his brothers in order to return Yosef to Yaakov. 
Rather, Reuven suggested that they throw Yosef into a pit, which would give him time to assess the situation and 
be measured and thought-out in his judgment. This act of analyzing the situation before rescuing Yosef was itself 
the teshuvah for the rashness that he displayed in moving his father’s bed. 

However, this was Reuven’s error. The commentators (see Even Shleimah by the Vilna Gaon 1:7) explain that 
every character trait has a positive side and a negative side. The goal is not to completely uproot negative attributes, 
such that we never use them, but rather to uproot the bad part of them and know how to utilize them for good. 
Yehuda ben Teima says, “The brazen go to Gehinnom,” yet at the same time, “Be brazen as a leopard to do the will 
of your Father in Heaven” (Pirkei Avos 5:20, see commentary of the Rambam there). 

Similarly, the trait of impulsiveness can be dangerous, but at times it is needed. Reuven wanted to save 
Yosef and return him to his father, but he was scared to do so immediately, as perhaps it would be considered rash 
and reckless behavior. This was his mistake. In this situation Reuven should have acted quickly and hastily to put 
a complete stop to the situation, by emphatically protesting his brothers’ conduct and showing them their mistake. 
This was a case in which lives were in danger, both Yaakov’s and Yosef’s, and this was not the time to act in a slow 
and patient manner by throwing Yosef into a pit with the intention of coming back later to save him completely. 
This was not the time to do teshuvah for the trait of impetuosity; just the opposite, Reuven should have utilized this 
attribute to rescue Yosef immediately and return him to Yaakov. While Reuven’s intention was to repent by 
uprooting this trait completely, he should have instead worked to uproot its negative aspects and used it for good 
(afterward the brothers came to complain to Yehuda that he did not tell them to return Yosef to his father, which 
indicates that if Reuven had made this suggestion due to the suffering that their father would endure, they would 
have listed to him). 

The Torah alludes to this idea when it records (37:24), “They took Yosef and threw him into the pit;  והבור
 ?and the pit was empty, and no water was in it.” Why does the Torah stress that the pit had no water – רק אין בו מים
The Torah is hinting that the pit was lacking the פחז כמים of Reuven. If Reuven had acted with water-like haste, 
Yosef would not have been thrown into the pit and sold into slavery. On a certain level, the sale of Yosef falls on 
Reuven’s head, even though his goal was to save Yosef. This is alluded to by the fact that the phrase מכירת יוסף (the 
sale of Yosef) has the identical numerical value (826) as the expression למען הציל אתו מידם – in order to save him 
from their hands. In other words, in spite of Reuven’s desire to rescue Yosef, because he did not rush to do so, the 
guilt of the sale falls on him. As a result, Yaakov did not invoke Reuven’s good intentions in wanting to return 
Yosef to his father. 

With this explanation, we now understand that even though Reuven did teshuvah for moving his father’s 
bed, it did not save him from losing the priesthood and kingship. His repentance was not complete, as he did not 
fully rectify the trait of פחז כמים since he did not utilize it for good. This can be seen from the fact that when they 
descended to Egypt and Yosef accused them of being spies, Reuven criticized his brothers, as the Torah records, 
“And Reuven spoke up to them, saying, ‘Didn’t I tell you not to sin against the boy, but you did not listen, and 
behold now his blood is being avenged” (Bereishis 42:22). Why did Reuven blame his brothers instead of himself for 
not rescuing Yosef immediately? Every one of us has different character traits. Hashem should help us all merit 
uprooting their negative components and use them to do the will of our Father in Heaven. 

  
 

There are three things to learn from a train: 
1) By delaying for even a minute, one can be too late. 
2) The smallest deviation from the track is dangerous. 
3) One who travels without a ticket will be punished. 
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