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Enduring Life
1
  

David Fachler 

 

I call heaven and earth as witnesses! Before you I have placed life and death, the blessing and the 

curse. You must choose life, so that you and your descendants will survive (Deuteronomy 30:19).
2
  

The commentaries struggle with what exactly is being asked when G-d commands us to choose life.3 

What other choice do human beings have? Indeed, Rabbi Samson R. Hirsch suggests that choosing to 

live is not something one does “without conscious awareness, without a will and by chance”; rather one 

needs to make a “wilful decision to live life.”4 

Many years ago, someone told me that one can go about living life in two ways. Either we try and 

accumulate as many achievements as we can and constantly use the opportunities life presents us with, 

or we can count away the days that pass until we enter that inevitable long night. The Torah instructs 

us to imitate the first approach and try to use life to its fullest, taking advantage of its opportunities no 

matter what has occurred in the past and regardless of what the future holds. We need to live life and 

not merely exist between intervals. 

The dispute between Judah and Reuben 

These approaches to life appear to be what divide Reuben and Judah in Parshat Miketz. After Joseph’s 

brothers return back from Egypt, where they had gone in order to break the famine, they tell their father 

that the only way they could return to Egypt for more food is if they bring along their youngest brother, 

Benjamin. Jacob adamantly refuses to allow them to take him, fearful that some accident may occur on 

the way. The first brother who tries to convince his father to allow them to take Benjamin makes the 

following awkward pledge to guarantee his youngest brother’s safety: 

Reuben tried to reason with his father. 'If I do not bring [Benjamin] back to you,' he said, 'you can put 

my two sons to death. Let him be my responsibility and I will bring him back to you.’5 

Offered to kill his own grandchildren should anything happen to Benjamin it is perhaps no wonder that 

Jacob remains unmoved by this absurd suggestion. However, the famine gets worse and it is now up to 

Judah to try his hand at persuading his father to allow Benjamin to accompany them back to Egypt. 

Though it is probably a few weeks later it appears that aside from addressing his father, Judah is also 

rebuking his eldest brother. 

‘Send the boy with me,' said Judah to his father Israel. 'Let us set out and get going. Let's live and not 

die - we, you, and also our children. I myself will be responsible for him. You can demand him from my 

own hand. If I do not bring him back and have him stand before you, I will have sinned for all time.’6  

Judah’s ultimately successful approach differs in at least two aspects from that of Reuben. On the one 

hand, he is insistent that no one has to die, including us - the second generation, and the children - the 

third generation, whom Reuben had condemned to death should anything happen to Benjamin. 

Furthermore, instead of deflecting responsibility to the next generation, Judah solemnly swears that 

 
1 Based on a shiur delivered on Shabbos, 7th day of Chanuka 5772 in Alon Shvut   
2 Translated by Aryeh Kaplan The Living Torah (online edition Trans: The Living Torah Navigating the Bible II) 

3 For a more elaborate discussion on this topic, see Fachler, D. 2020. Choose Life (Parshat Netzavim). SATJ. 

Rosh Hashona 5781. 2(1) available at https://95505441-5e24-4a31-b4ed-

d825c167384c.filesusr.com/ugd/83c698_1b81ddf7ae7a49daac1619eb84e5bf48.pdf 
4 Hirsch’s commentary to Pentateuch (Deuteronomy 30:1)  
5 Genesis 42:37 
6 Ibid. 43:8-9 
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should anything happen to Benjamin, “I will have sinned for all time”. Indeed, there seems to be a rather 

strong connection between the affirmation of life and the willingness to assume personal responsibility. 

Origins of the dispute 

Our first encounter with Reuben as a young adult is in the unsavoury episode with Bilha, the 

maidservant of the recently deceased Rachel, sister and competitor of his own mother. A literal reading 

of this episode suggests that Reuben in fact lay with Bilha, and yet most of our rabbis are of the opinion 

that Reuben did not commit any sexual act with Bilha, but he sufficiently spoiled her bed so as to defile 

her for his father, ensuring that Jacob would not have relations with her, and would thereby cease to 

have any more children. Whether, as Nachmanides suggests, Reuben wanted to ensure that his birthright 

was not further diluted by more offspring or whether he was making sure that if Jacob did not return to 

Leah after Rachel’s death, he would also not be able to have relations with Rachel’s maidservant, the 

fact remains that this deliberate act resulted in no more lives being created. 

The next time Reuben is mentioned is within the context of Joseph and his brothers. It is Reuben who 

suggests that Joseph be thrown into a pit, so that later he may be able to save him. However, he did not 

imagine that Joseph would be sold in the interim. After taking leave of his brothers with the aim of 

returning to the pit he discovers the pit is empty, tears his clothes and loudly proclaims, “The boy is 

gone!... And I - where can I go?”7 Though we see his conscience on full display, his ultimate failure to 

save Joseph betrays a weakness in leadership that does not bode well for him. 

Judah’s lesson 

The only brother apart from Reuben to have misgivings about killing Joseph is Judah and yet his actions 

at that time do not place him in a particularly favourable light. While he reminds his siblings that Joseph 

is “our brother, our own flesh and blood”, his argument is couched in terms of a profit motive and he 

urges his interlocutors to desist from their plans of a slow death for their despised second youngest 

brother, for “what will we gain if we kill our brother and cover his blood?”8 

Unlike any other brother, Judah is recorded as having lived a life apart from his family. Living in Chirah, 

he creates his own family and quickly sires three children. Tragedy strikes and after his first son Er dies 

while married to Tamar, he gives his second son Onan to the same woman in the hope that Onan’s seed 

will perpetuate the memory of his elder brother. Things do not go according to plan and it is not long 

before Onan too meets an untimely death. Faced with the loss of two sons, Judah is reluctant to share 

his youngest son Shelah with a woman he suspects may have something to do with the deaths of his 

children. Yet Tamar is determined in any which way she can to ensure that she gives birth to Judah’s 

seed, and if she cannot have Judah’s children, Judah himself would have to be the father.  

Disguising herself as a harlot, she succeeds in having a relationship with Judah and becoming pregnant 

as a result thereof. When an unsuspecting Judah learns of his daughter-in-law’s pregnancy, he orders 

that she be burned at the stake. In response, Tamar discreetly reveals to him that she was the harlot with 

whom he had a relationship. Moved by her actions, Judah publicly admits that she was right, and not 

only about this incident but also about her request to continue the Judaic line, “She is more innocent 

than I am!' 'She did it because I did not give her to my son Shelah.”9 In effect Tamar teaches him that 

despite losing two sons, he should not have despaired but should have pursued life and ensured that it 

be created through his third son Shelah. This crisis taught Judah the meaning of self-sacrifice and the 

sanctity of life; a lesson he would be sure to carry over to the rest of his life. 

 
7 Ibid. 37:30 
8 Ibid. 37:26-27 
9 Ibid. 38:26 
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Back to the debate between the brothers  

Armed with this background, we can now re-analyse the dispute between Judah and Reuben. However, 

before we do so we should try and understand why Reuben would preposterously suggest filicide. What 

prompted such an illogical proposal? The question however suggests that Reuben was in fact trying to 

make a reasoned offer. I would propose however that Reuben was not speaking from his faculty of 

reason. Indeed, as we have seen, Reuben is plagued by guilt. He knows his actions with Bilha were 

condemnable and he is distraught that he was unable to redeem himself by rescuing Joseph. Indeed, his 

guilty conscience is laid bare, just before he returns to Canaan while he is still in Egypt sharing a cell 

with his brothers after Joseph has accused them of spying on his kingdom. It is there that the brothers 

finally realize that their sale a decade and a half before was immoral: 

‘We deserve to be punished because of what we did to our brother. We saw him suffering when he 

pleaded with us, but we would not listen. That's why this great misfortune has come upon us now.’10   

For Reuben however it was not mere misfortune that had been visited upon them but something more 

ominous. In his words a “[Divine] accounting is being demanded for his blood!'11 In other words they 

had all deserved to die. 

Yet Reuben’s conscience continued to be pricked, and upon their return to Jacob, their furious father 

demanded to know why they had told the ruler of Egypt that they had a younger brother. Had they not 

caused him enough trouble? In his anger Jacob accuses his sons of bereaving him of both Joseph and 

now Simeon, who was locked up in Egypt: 

Their father Jacob said to them, 'You're making me lose my children! Joseph is gone! Simeon is gone! 

And now you want to take Benjamin! Everything is happening to me!'12 

Reuben cannot handle such an accusation. All he wants, as does his brothers, is to be able to bring 

Benjamin so that the cruel Egyptian ruler will allow them to buy food. But all he hears are accusations 

that he and they have caused Jacob terrible hardship. It is in this context that he makes his terrible pledge 

to “kill my two sons”. I believe however it is not a pledge at all, but rather a cry, perhaps subconscious 

which in effect is saying “my dear father Jacob, what is it you want from me, what more can I do? 

Would you like me to also be bereaved as you are? Would that be sufficient for you? OK, then kill my 

two sons, at least then we can take your precious favourite son to Egypt. What more will it take?” 

Such an emotional challenge however cannot be answered by Jacob, and thus he is even more adamant 

in his refusal to let Benjamin go. And yet of all the brothers, it is Judah, himself twice bereaved, who is 

qualified to answer Reuben and at the same time persuade his father that he will ensure Benjamin is in 

safe hands. Declaring that no one – “[not] we, [not] you, and [nor] our children” - has to die, he is in 

effect telling Reuben that the cycle of recrimination, the cycle of death must end here and now. Life 

must be lived in the present and planned for in the future. It cannot hinge on dredging up past events. 

Most importantly it is for each of us to take responsibility for our destiny, “I myself will be responsible 

for him. … If I do not bring him back and have him stand before you, I will have sinned for all time.” 

A true leader understands the lessons of life and treats it responsibly. In this Judah succeeded admirably 

while Reuben unfortunately fell by the wayside. 

The legacies 

This debate does not end with the individuals and continues into the next generations. Indeed, after 

sending twelve spies into Canaan, only two have positive feedback. Unsurprisingly, one of them comes 

 
10 Ibid. 42:21 
11 Ibid. 42:22 
12 Ibid. 42:36 
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from Joseph’s line, the other from Judah’s. Caleb the son of Jephunneh was possessed of a “different 

spirit”. It was he who quieted the other spies, affirmatively pronouncing, “We must go forth and occupy 

the land,' he said, ‘We can do it!'”13 It was this positive attitude which saved Caleb (and Joshua) from 

the fate of their fellow spies who were swiftly punished by death, “Among the men who went to explore 

the land, only Joshua and Caleb remained alive.”14 Caleb envisioned a positive life for the Israelites and 

was thus rewarded with a meaningful life in Canaan, enjoying his beloved Hebron. 

In contradistinction, and not long after this episode, it is the offspring of Reuben who take a leading 

role in the infighting against Moses. Indeed “Dathan and Aviram (sons of Eliav) …, descendants of 

Reuben” accuse the leadership of “[bringing] us out [Egypt], a land flowing with milk and honey - just 

to kill us in the desert! What right do you have to set yourself above us?”15 Aside from the perverted 

logic of identifying Egypt as a land of milk and honey, these Reubenites show an unhealthy obsession 

with death and a rejection of responsible leadership.  

This refusal to accept destiny takes another turn towards the end of the sojourn in the desert, when the 

entire tribe of Reuben, along with the tribe of Gad seek permission not to enter the Holy Land and to 

stay put on the other side of the Jordan. In their plea to Moses they also show an odd preference for 

their possessions over their own children. Thus, they ask Moses to “build enclosures for our sheep here 

and cities for our children.”16 After extracting a promise from these tribes that they will fight with their 

brethren, Moses reorders the priorities telling them to “build yourself cities for your children and folds 

for your sheep.”17 Once again Reuben’s legacy is one which disrespects human life. 

The trial of Solomon 

Shortly after Solomon assumes the throne, he is faced with a dispute between two new mothers over 

one surviving child. Both mothers claim that the live infant is theirs, and alternately both claim that the 

dead child belongs to the other mother. Solomon, as we know proposes that the live child be sliced into 

two so that he can be shared equally. When one mother objects, he knows that she is the true mother. 

Our commentaries ask how it is that Solomon knew that the mother whose child had died would not 

object; maybe she would also bluff the system. They note that there is a lot of repetition of the claims 

of each litigant18: 

And the other woman said, "Not so, the living (is) my son, and the dead (is) your son," and this one 

said, "Not so, the dead (is) your son, and the living (is) my son." Thus, they spoke before the king.  

And the king said, "This one says, 'This (is) my son that lives, and your son (is) the dead, and the other 

says, 'Not so, your son (is) the dead, and my son (is) the living.'19 

Why does the text not paraphrase the claims saying that each litigant claims the baby to be hers? Why 

is it important that each thinks that the dead one belongs to the other mother? And even if we were 

striving for an accurate court record what is the purpose of Solomon repeating the claims verbatim? The 

commentaries point out that when one puts forward his claims, he will always start with the claim that 

he feels stronger about and then follow with the claim he feels is secondary. Thus, the party claiming 

“the living (is) my son, and the dead (is) your son” is mainly concerned with the fact that her son is 

alive and is only secondarily interested in the fact that her counterpart’s son is dead. “Not so” with the 

other litigant who claims, “the dead (is) your son, and the living (is) my son”, to her it is more important 

 
13 Numbers 13:30 
14 Ibid. 14:38 
15 Ibid. 16:1,13 
16 Ibid. 32:16.  
17 Ibid. 32:24 
18 See especially the Malbim I Kings 3 
19 I Kings 3:22-23 Translation by Chabad http://www.chabad.org/library/bible_cdo/aid/15887 
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that her rival’s baby be considered dead, it is only of secondary importance that she is the mother of the 

live infant. Solomon therefore had to repeat the claims to be sure of where each litigant placed the 

emphasis. It was then that he could be confident that the one who had death on her mind would not 

object to having the baby slaughtered so long as her rival would have to endure the death of her child. 

This choice of life over death is something that Solomon inherited from his ancestor Judah. 

Abraham Ibn Ezra 

One of the more traditional Friday night songs is a poem composed by the medieval commentator 

Abraham Ibn Ezra, known as Tzama Nafshi. In the eleventh stanza, echoing Genesis 16:8 and I Kings 

3:22, Ibn Ezra writes: 

Recognize the true mistress – the handmaid dares say, “No the dead (is) your son, and the living (is) 

my son”20 

As interpreters of this poem have noted Genesis refers to Abraham’s wife as the “mistress”, whereas 

Hagar is referred to as Sarah’s handmaid. Ibn Ezra is thus placing into Hagar’s mouth the words of the 

guilty party in Solomon’s trial. He is in effect saying that for Hagar, the mother of Ishmael, it is more 

important that the descendants of Isaac be dead, than her descendants be alive. Almost certainly Ibn 

Ezra was referring to a theological argument between Islam and Judaism and not a physical war. Yet it 

is ironic that roughly ten centuries later Golda Meir is reported to have said “Peace will come when the 

Arabs will love their children more than they hate us.21 The absence of peace per Golda is the stronger 

desire to see dead Jews rather than thriving Arabs. 

Back to the debate round2 

Ultimately, we must try and understand why each child reacted the way they did which perhaps can 

provide insight into the legacy they bequeathed. 

At the end of Genesis, Jacob who has never directly reacted to anything Reuben has done, finally scolds 

him for his behaviour with Bilha. Before doing so, he reminds Reuben that he is the firstborn: 

‘Reuben, you are my firstborn, my strength and the beginning of my manhood, first in rank and first in 

power… you were unstable as water, you will no longer be first. This is because you moved your father's 

beds, committing a profane act. He moved my bed!’22   

The Ohr Hachaim asks what is the connection between Reuben being the first born - “the beginning of 

my manhood”, i.e., the product of Jacob’s first seed - and the fact that Reuben is “unstable as water”? 

He suggests that if it is true that Reuben is the product of Jacob’s first seed he must have been conceived 

on that first deceptive night when Jacob had mistaken relations with Leah. Indeed, the Talmud in 

Nedarim 20b refers to such offspring as bnei temurah – the sons of a substitute, whom Rabbi Levi 

claims are destined to rebel against G-d.23 

Even if we do not subscribe to the school of thought which blames a child for the conditions of his 

conception, if the Ohr Hachaim is correct we can only imagine the feelings Jacob must have had towards 

this unwanted son. Each time he looked at him, it could have reminded him of the night of deception 

when he thought he was having relations with his true love Rachel, only to discover the next morning 

that he had been fooled by Leah and by Laban. That Reuben was born into a loveless marriage is clear 

from the verse describing his birth and naming: 

 
20 Nosson Scherman Zemiroth Mesorah Publications 1979, 122 
21 For various versions of this quote see http://en.wikiquote.org/wiki/Golda_Meir 
22 Genesis 49:3-4 
23 Nedarim 20b http://dafyomi.co.il/nedarim/points/nd-ps-020.htm 
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 Leah became pregnant and gave birth to a son. She named him Reuben. 'God has seen my troubles,' 

she said. 'Now my husband will love me.’24 

Certainly, being born into a family where your mother is so desperate for the love of your father to be 

willing to act as an impostor for her own sister is not a recipe for mental health.25 Surely, one would 

expect gloom and doom to dominate such a child’s outlook. Indeed, Judah, the fourth child, was born 

to much more reconciled parents, and instead of focusing on her relationship with Jacob, as she did 

when naming her first three children, Leah is finally able to relate to the fact that she is the mother of a 

healthy boy. She can finally acknowledge the miracle and beauty of birth: 

She became pregnant again and had a son. She said, 'This time let me praise (odeh) God,' and named 

the child Judah’26 

No wonder Judah turns out with such a positive disposition, the makings of a leader. And yet in his 

adult life, while Reuben sired four healthy children, Judah suffered the death of two sons. He could 

have, and almost did give up on life and on continuing having children. However, as mentioned, 

Tamar’s courage and self-sacrifice taught him to be forward-thinking, to take responsibility for his 

actions, enjoy his successes and endure his failures. Reuben, however, had no mentor and was thus 

unable to escape his past, leaving a legacy of loss and despair for his descendants.27 

Lessons for us in the macro and the micro 

The famous columnist Mark Steyn has noted that whenever he visits Gaza or the West Bank, he never 

sees posters declaring a desire for an independent Palestine. Rather the images that greet him from those 

quarters are those of “martyrs”, Islamic terrorists who have sacrificed their lives so that a few more 

Jews could be killed, a few more widows and orphans could be created. It is his contention that if they 

truly desired a state, they could have one, but they are so preoccupied with depriving Jews of their state, 

that the day is still far off when they can enjoy an independent state, for whose fate and destiny they 

must take responsibility. 

 

A parting message 

As the Children of Israel were about to enter the Land of Canaan it was important that Moses bless each 

tribe in order to encourage them in their lives going forward, in order to direct them to hone their 

inherent talents and to let go of any destructive traits or legacies. On a first reading of Moses’s message 

to Reuben seems cryptic and vague. However, if we are right about the pessimism inherent in Reuben 

and his descendants, it is a message that Reuben needed desperately to take to heart.  

   May Reuben live and not die, although his ranks are numbered.28 

May we all merit life and a constant will to experience it in its manifest ways 

 

 
24 Genesis 29:32 
25 The extent to which Leah willingly acted as an impostor is arguable. Perhaps Laban forced her to deceive 

Jacob. Nonetheless Leah’s love for Jacob is explicit in the verses. 
26 Ibid. 29:35. For an extensive treatment of Judah’s name, please see Fachler, D. 2019. Judah and Gratitude. 

SATJ. Chanuka 5780. 1(1) available at  https://95505441-5e24-4a31-b4ed-

d825c167384c.filesusr.com/ugd/83c698_04c8ed1cfa334d1ebc066cec69e83ce1.pdf 
27 Our Sages note that Reuben is equally placed among the tribes and therefore may have repented later in life. 

However, as we have shown, his descendants were not all a credit to him. 
28 Deuteronomy 33:6 
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Dedicated to my father HaRav Mordechai ben R’ Elazar Zt”l who lived his allotted life with passion, 

who strove for perfection and who reached it in a lifetime of constant stock taking and self-awareness 
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