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Reuven’s Battles
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In 1538, as many Marranos were making their way out of
Spain and Portugal to settle in Eretz Yisrael

or other places where they would be free ,': 3 f{- sﬁ&
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to observe mitzvos, they were concerned
about deserving kareis for the aveiros they
had transgressed earlier. They wanted the
Rabbinical courts to give them lashes for
their sins, since those who receive malkus are
exonerated from the punishment of kareis.

But, alas, only a Bais Din which received
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reinstated before the coming of Moshiach. Since there are no
semuchim among us today, Rambam deduces that it must be
possible to reinstate the semichah without an actual samuch.
Radvaz counters with the following enigmatic statement:
“Perhaps Bnei Reuven will come prior to Moshiach and wage
wars, and among them there will be semuchim who can bestow
semichah on others.” (See my article in Alim, Devarim 5781
where it is suggested that this statement may have been

connected to the David HaReuveinu saga.)

In Parshas Mattos we read that Bnei Reuven

approached Moshe Rabbeinu and asked
permission to settle in the Transjordan (ever
haYarden). They wanted to do that because
they had abundant livestock, and the rich
lands of Yaazer and Gilead could support large
herds. Moshe Rabbeinu disapproved. “Shall
your brethren go out to battle while you settle

formal semichah may administer malkus.
“Semichah” given today is technically just heter
hora’ah; the semichah needed to administer 39
lashes can be bestowed only by dayanim who
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here?l” Joined by Gad, the tribe of Reuven
negotiated an agreement that they would be
allowed to settle in the fertile plains of Yaazer
and Gilead in return for fighting with their

received semichah from someone who received
semichah, etc.,
Rabbeinu. Since the chain was broken toward

the end of the Amoraic period, semichah could not take place in
the 16th century.

Rabi Yaakov BiRav, who fled Spain at the time of the
expulsion, was very sensitive to his brethren’s plight and
sought to find a solution for them. Based on the Rambam
(Pirush Mishnayos, Sanhedrin, ch. 1 mishnah 3; Mishneh Torah,
Sanhedrin 4:11), he maintained that if all the Rabbanim would
gather and bestow semichah on a worthy individual, that person
can be considered a samuch. Rabi Yaakov actually went ahead
with this plan, bestowing semichah on four of his disciples:
Rabi Yosef Karo (Bais Yosef), Rabi Moshe di Trani (Mabit),
Rabi Moshe Cordovero (Ramak), and Rabi Yosef Sagis.

This strategy was opposed by Rabi Levi ibn Chabiv
(Maharalbach) and other contemporary Rabbanim, among
them Rabi David ibn Zimra (Radvaz), living at the time in Egypt.
In his commentary to the Rambam (Sanhedrin ibid), Radvaz
writes of his opposition to the renewed semichah. Among
other arguments, Radvaz challenged one of the Rambam’s key
reasons for allowing the semichah:

The Navi (in this week’s haftarah) says: Then I will restore your
judges as at first, and your counselors as at the beginning; after that
you will be called “City of Righteousness,” “Faithful City.” Rambam
proves from here that the judges, meaning semuchim, will be
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brethren in the wars to conquer the Land.

Many years later, Devorah Haneviah also
criticized Bnei Reuven. After praising the
shevatim who fought alongside Barak against Sisera, she
chastised the sons of Reuven (Shoftim 5:16): Why did you remain
sitting at the borders to hear the bleating of the flocks? Meforshim
(see Malbim) explain that Reuven was being criticized for
favoring tending his large flocks rather than coming to aid the
nation of Hashem.

We can draw a connection between this aspect of Shevet
Reuven that both Moshe and Devorah criticized, and the
“sin of Reuven” recorded in the Torah and mentioned in
Rashi cited above. Ramban (Bereishis 35:22) explains that “al
derech hapeshat” it is possible that Reuven’s motives were to
prevent Yaakov from having more children; being the bechor
who was entitled to a double portion, he stood to lose more
than the rest of his brothers. Middah k'neged middah, he lost
the bechorah as a punishment. This is strikingly similar to what
Moshe and Devorah criticized Bnei Reuven for - putting their
own economic interests before the interests of the nation. (See
my article “Leading from the Center” Alim Vayechi this year, for
an alternative explanation of the sin and Devorah’s criticism.)

Perhaps Bnei Reuven will have to make up for their mistake
by leading the wars when Moshiach comes.
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