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Addendum to VaYechi 5774 “Did Yaakov Really Bless Reuven, Shimon and Levi?” 

 A straightforward reading of the “blessings” that Yaakov gives to his sons just prior to 

his death suggests that for most of the brothers, these were not blessings at all. Aside from the 

quite negative things that are said to Reuven, Shimon and Levi, and the extremely positive 

evaluations of Yehuda and Yosef, many of the thoughts expressed about their siblings did not 

contain particularly positive comments about their futures.  

Beraishit 49:2-27 

Reuven… 

Shimon and Levi … 

Yehuda… 

Zevulun shall dwell at the shore of the sea, and he shall be a shore for ships, and his flank shall be 

upon Tzidon.  This would appear to be a neutral prediction rather than a positive 

harbinger of the future. Even if one sails, what is to guarantee that storms and pirates 

will not disrupt one’s activities? 

Yissachar is a large-boned ass, couching down between the sheep-folds. For he saw a resting-

place that it was good, and the land that it was pleasant; and he bowed his shoulder to 

bear, and became a servant under task-work. Good and pleasant land is fine, but 

working hard is not necessarily a blessing. It depends upon the type of work and the 

reward and sense of fulfillment that is derived. 

Dan shall judge his people, as one of the tribes of Israel. Dan shall be a serpent in the way, a 

horned snake in the path, that biteth the horse's heels, so that his rider falleth 

backward…  Serving as a judge can not only be thankless,  but could engender enmity on 

the parts of those against whom one rules. Snakes are not generally associated with 

positive activity.  

Gad, a troop shall troop upon him; but he shall troop upon their heel. Being warriors is not 

necessarily the most positive occupation. 

As for Asher, his bread shall be fat, and he shall yield royal dainties. Is food a means to an end or 

an end in itself? 

Naftali is a hind let loose: he giveth goodly words. It is nice that he will utter words that will be 

received positively. What is suggested by being a deer on the loose? 

Yosef … 

Binyamin is a wolf that raveneth; in the morning he devoureth the prey, and at even he 

divideth the spoil.' The comparison to a wolf is hardly positive. How he handles 

his victims and their possessions are hardly reassuring.  

 

Perhaps calling what Yaakov said “Pre-blessings”, i.e., necessary understandings and 

realizations that under proper conditions could lead to lives of blessing, but not inevitably, 

would be a more accurate representation of Yaakov’s intent. These “Pre-blessings” would then 

fall into three categories:  

a) Personal qualities that have already led to negative behavior (Reuven, Shimon and 

Levi). These individuals are directly called out and essentially told that they have 
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considerable work to do before they will be in a position to be the recipients of 

blessing; 

b)  Personal qualities that have already led to positive behavior (Yehuda1 and Yosef); 

  and  c)  Personal qualities that as yet have not resulted in specific actions from which could 

be projected what future actions will be like (Zevulun, Yissachar, Dan, Gad, Asher, 

Naftali and Binyamin). 

Since every individual is endowed with free choice, it is hard to say how people will act 

in the future, regardless of their characteristics and personalities when they were young. But 

what could prove valuable is to learn how one’s outlook and behavior is perceived by others, 

particularly one’s parent, and then consider how to best utilize these attributes to maximize 

positive action in the future.  

Such an interpretation would also lend an interesting twist to the introductory verse to 

the “Blessings”: 

Ibid. 49:1 And Yaakov called unto his sons, and said: 'Gather yourselves 

together, that I may tell you that which shall befall you in the end of days.  

Instead of referring to the Messianic period, perhaps Yaakov was merely anticipating what 

might take place during his sons’ lifetimes, based upon their behavior until this point. Isn’t such 

an understanding implied by part of what he says to Shimon and Levi: 

                                                           
1
While Yehuda clearly contributed to what was done to Yosef by suggesting that he be sold into slavery 

Beraishit 37:26-7 And Yehuda said unto his brethren: 'What profit is it if we slay our brother and 

conceal his blood? Come, and let us sell him to the Ishmaelites, and let not our hand be upon 

him; for he is our brother, our flesh.' And his brethren hearkened unto him  

and in that way was a leading accomplice of Shimon and Levi regarding part of Yaakov’s objection to  their 

behavior  

Ibid. 49:6 … and in their self-will they houghed oxen,  

in the immediately succeeding chapter, he is forced to act humbly and contritely: 

 Ibid. 38:26 And Yehuda acknowledged them, and said: 'She is more righteous than I; forasmuch 

as I gave her not to Shelah my son.' And he knew her again no more.  

A second indication that Yehuda was fit for kingship was his statement of accepting responsibility for 

Binyanmin’s welfare: 

 Ibid. 43:9 I will be surety for him; of my hand shalt thou require him; if I bring him not unto thee, 

and set him before thee, then let me bear the blame for ever.  

Finally, Yehuda acts in a royal manner when he pleads for Binyamin to be returned to Yaakov: 

 Ibid. 44:18 ff. Then Yehuda came near unto him, and said: 'Oh my lord, let thy servant, I pray 

thee, speak a word in my lord's ears, and let not thine anger burn against thy servant; for thou 

art even as Pharaoh.  

These actions could have contributed to Yaakov forming a positive opinion of Yehuda. 
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Ibid. 49:6 Let my soul not come into their council; unto their assembly let my 

glory not be united…  

Isn’t this sentiment describing Yaakov’s disassociation from these two sons during their 

lifetimes, rather than at some time long into the future? 


