


One of the most poignant stories 
in the Chumash is the farewell 
words of Yakov to his sons which 
begins ‘and Yakov called his 
sons and said gather yourselves 
together so that I may tell you 
what will happen to you in the end 
of days.’ (Bereishit 49:1)

However Yakov then launches 
severe cr it ic ism on Reuven, 
Shimon and Levi and uses harsh 
statements such as ‘cursed be 
their (Shimon and Levi’s) anger’ 
etc. What is going on? Is not 
this supposed to be a time for 
blessing? After all the verse says 
at the end of Yakov’s words to 
his sons (Bereishit 49:28) ‘this is 
what their father spoke to them’ 
– ‘and he blessed them each one 
according to his blessing.’  Yet it 
seems that his words were words 
of rebuke – words of reproach.

Not only does the text appear to 
be words of reprimand but the 
Sifri (an early Tannaic anthology 
on Devarim) comments on the 
first words of Moshe Rabbeinu in 
Devarim (Devarim 1:1) ‘these are 
the words which Moshe spoke to 
all of Israel on the other side of 
the Jordan’ and Rashi comments, 
in the name of the Sifri – ‘these 
are words of reproof’ and the 
verse continues that Moshe 

spoke ‘in the fortieth 
year in the eleventh 
month on the first day 
of the month six days 
before Moshe’s death!’  
Rashi brings the next 
Sifri ‘this teaches that 

Moshe rebuked only when he was 
close the death – And from whom 
did Moshe learn this? From Yakov 
who rebuked his sons only when 
he was close to death. ‘And Yakov 
said my son Reuven I shall tell you 
why I did not rebuke you all these 
years so that you should not leave 
me and join Esav my brother.’ The 
Sifri asks why should one rebuke 
a person only when one is near 
death? In order that you should 
not have to rebuke him again and 
again.

And so the question arises again, 
blessing or rebuke?

The Ohr Hachaim in his commentary 
on the Torah (Bereishit 49:28) 
says there is no contradiction. 
Speaking harshly and rebuking 
Reuven, Shimon and Levi was 
their blessing. He does not explain 
himself and these enigmatic 
words deserve an explanation.

My father zt”l in his sefer ‘Cheil 
Yisroel’ asks a question on the 
above Sif r i .  Why was Yakov 
concerned that if he does not 
issue his rebuke shortly before his 
death that Reuven would need to 
be rebuked again and again. The 
Gemara says in Erchin that if one 
sees a fellow Jew doing something 
wrong he should rebuke him 

again and again until he stops, 
even up to a hundred times.  My 
father zt”l answered that there 
are two different types of rebuke. 
The first is when someone sees 
a fellow Jew doing something 
wrong and the intention of the 
reprimand is to restrain him from 
doing the sin. In that case the 
halachah is one should continue 
to reprimand until the offender 
ceases his wrongdoing. And that 
is the subject of the Gemara in 
Erchin.

But there is another type of rebuke, 
an educational one for the future 
and this must be administered 
judiciously otherwise it will be 
of no value. If one has to repeat 
it again and again it will lose its 
potency and often may become 
counterproductive. In fact, one 
must carefully choose the time 
and setting to ensure that the 
single rebuke will have the most 
effective result. This is what Yakov 
and Moshe were doing, Yakov to 
his children, Moshe to his nation. 
They wanted to teach them by 
rebuking and knew that they have 
to choose the most opportune 
time to do so which is prior to 
one’s death. This is what the Sifri 
means that the most conducive 
time to give this rebuke is before 
death. It will then be accepted 
most seriously and has the highest 
chances of acceptance.

It  is  a well  known fact that 
instructions that a dying man 
gives to his relatives are treated 
with the utmost attention and 
reverence. These ethical wills 
always command the highest 
respect from the family, friends 
and associates. This is why the 
Ohr Hachaim refers to this type 
of rebuke as a blessing. Because 
it is not said in a spirit of anger or 
condemnation but as a hope and 
a prayer reflecting the wish of the 

dying man to instil good traits in 
the listener. It is truly a blessing in 
disguise of a reprimand.
But there is  one addit ional 
condition. In order for rebuke 
to be accepted it must be done 
with love and respect. On the 
verse in Mishlei 9:8 ‘reprove not 
a joker lest he hate you, rebuke 
a wise man and he will love you.’  
The Alshich comments, ‘when 
you reprove someone do not 
let him think you consider him 
a joker because the rebuke will 
not help – he will just hate you. 
Make him feel you consider him 
a wise man and he will accept it 
and love you.

Truly wise words from the Alshich 
and the correct and most effective 
way to offer rebuke. If we follow 
that advice our rebuke will help 
but if not only hate will result.
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one must carefully choose the time and setting to ensure 
that the single rebuke will have the most effective result.


