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“…he would have taken him to his father on his shoulder”
Insights into Ruth Rabbah 5:6

With appreciation to Devash: Hadar’s Weekly Parashah Magazine for Children & Families

Background to Our Story

Genesis 37:12-30

12 Now his brothers had gone to graze their father’s flocks near Shechem, 13 and Israel said 
to Joseph, “As you know, your brothers are grazing the flocks near Shechem. Come, I am 
going to send you to them.”

“Very well,” he replied.

14  So he said to him, “Go and see if all is well with your brothers and with the flocks, and 
bring word back to me.” Then he sent him off from the Valley of Hebron.

When Joseph arrived at Shechem, 15  a man found him wandering around in the fields and 
asked him, “What are you looking for?”

16 He replied, “I’m looking for my brothers. Can you tell me where they are grazing their  
flocks?”

17 “They have moved on from here,” the man answered. “I heard them say, ‘Let’s go to 
Dothan.’”

So Joseph went after his brothers and found them near Dothan. 18 But they saw him in the 
distance, and before he reached them, they plotted to kill him.
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19 “Here comes that dreamer!” they said to each other. 20 “Come now, let’s kill him and throw 
him into one of these cisterns and say that a ferocious animal devoured him. Then we’ll see 
what comes of his dreams.”

21   When Reuven heard this, he tried to rescue him from their hands. “Let’s not take his life,”   
he said.    22    “Don’t shed any blood. Throw him into this cistern here in the wilderness, but   
don’t lay a hand on him.” Reuven said this to rescue him from them and take him back to 
his father.

23 So when Joseph came to his brothers, they stripped him of his robe—the ornate robe he 
was wearing— 24 and they took him and threw him into the cistern. The cistern was empty; 
there was no water in it.

25 As they sat down to eat their meal, they looked up and saw a caravan of Ishmaelites 
coming from Gilead. Their camels were loaded with spices, balm and myrrh, and they were 
on their way to take them down to Egypt.

26 Judah said to his brothers, “What will  we gain if we kill  our brother and cover up his 
blood? 27 Come, let’s sell him to the Ishmaelites and not lay our hands on him; after all, he 
is our brother, our own flesh and blood.” His brothers agreed.

28 So when the Midianite  merchants came by,  his  brothers pulled Joseph up out  of  the 
cistern and sold him for twenty shekels of silver to the Ishmaelites, who took him to Egypt.

29     When Reuven returned to the cistern and saw that Joseph was not there, he tore his   
clothes.    30     He went back to his brothers and said, “The boy isn’t there! Where can I turn   
now?”

 What is your first reaction when reading verses 21 and 22? What do you think of 

Reuven?

Exodus 4:10-17

10 Moses said to the LORD, “Pardon your servant, Lord. I have never been eloquent, neither 
in the past nor since you have spoken to your servant. I am slow of speech and tongue.”

11 The LORD said to him, “Who gave human beings their mouths? Who makes them deaf or 
mute? Who gives them sight or makes them blind? Is it not I, the LORD? 12  Now go; I will 
help you speak and will teach you what to say.”

13 But Moses said, “Pardon your servant, Lord. Please send someone else.”

14 Then the anger of the   LORD   was kindled against Moses and he said, “Is there not Aaron, 
your brother, the Levite? I know that he can speak well. Behold,     he is coming out to meet   
you, and when he sees you, he will be glad in his heart.     15 You shall speak to him and put 
words in his mouth; I will help both of you speak and will teach you what to do. 16 He will 
speak to the people for you, and it will be as if he were your mouth and as if you were God 
to him. 17 But take this staff in your hand so you can perform the signs with it.”
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 You are all familiar with the encounter of Moses and God at the burning bush. 

God tells Moses to go to Egypt to free the Children of Israel and Moses is reticent to 

accept God’s mission. What were Moses’ concerns?

 God reassures Moses by telling him about Aaron: “…Behold, he is coming out to 

meet you, and when he sees you, he will be glad in his heart..” How are these 

words reassuring to Moses? What might be these words of reassurance tell us about 

an additional concern of Moses (not so evident from the exchange at the burning 

bush)?

Ruth 2:11-14

11 Boaz replied, “I’ve been told all about what you have done for your mother-in-law since 
the death of your husband—how you left your father and mother and your homeland and 
came to live with a people you did not know before. 12 May the LORD repay you for what you 
have done. May you be richly rewarded by the LORD, the God of Israel, under whose wings 
you have come to take refuge.”

13 “May I continue to find favor in your eyes, my lord,” she said. “You have put me at ease 
by speaking kindly to your servant—though I  do not have the standing of one of  your 
servants.”

14   At mealtime Boaz said to her, “Come over here. Have some bread and dip it in the wine   
vinegar.”

When she sat down with the harvesters, he offered her some roasted grain. She ate all she 
wanted and had some left over.

 How is Boaz described in the above verses?

The Text: Ruth Rabbah 5:6

ן אוּבֵ יָה רְ לּוּ הָ אִ ם, שֶׁ לֵ ב שָׁ בָ לֵ נָּה בְּ שֶׂ ה יַעֲ וָ צְ ה מִ ם עוֹשֶׂ ם אָדָ אִ ךָ שֶׁ דְ מֶּ לַ כָּתוּב לְ א הַ יוֹן בָּ רְ ר מַ ק בַּ חָ י יִצְ בִּ ר רַ  אָמַ
יו לָ יב עָ כְתִּ רוּךְ הוּא מַ דוֹשׁ בָּ קָּ הַ עַ שֶׁ יכוֹ(:ַ בראשית לז, כא)יוֹדֵ יָה מוֹלִ פוֹ הָ כְתֵ ם, בִּ יָּדָ הוּ מִ ילֵ יַּצִּ ן וַ אוּבֵ ע רְ מַ  �יִּשְׁ

יו לָ יב עָ כְתִּ רוּךְ הוּא מַ דוֹשׁ בָּ קָּ הַ רֹן שֶׁ  עַ אַהֲ יָה יוֹדֵ לּוּ הָ אִ יו. וְ ל אָבִ צֶ ךָ(: שמות ד, יד: )אֵ אתֶ רָ קְ א לִ יֹצֵ נֵּה הוּא   הִ
י לִ הּ קָ ט לָ בָּ יִּצְ יו: וַ לָ יב עָ כְתִּ רוּךְ הוּא מַ דוֹשׁ בָּ קָּ הַ ז שֶׁ בֹּעַ עַ  יָה יוֹדֵ לּוּ הָ אִ אתוֹ. וְ רָ קְ א לִ יָה יוֹצֵ חוֹלוֹת הָ מְ ים וּבִ פִּ תֻ  בְּ

הּ ילָ כִ אֲ יָה מַ מוֹת הָ טָּ פֻ גָלוֹת מְ ר, עֲ תֹּתַ  ע וַ בַּ שְׂ תִּ תֹּאכַל וַ  .וַ

Rabbi  Yitzḥak bar  Maryon said:  The verse  comes to  teach you that  if  a 

person performs a  mitzvah he should  perform it  wholeheartedly,  as  had 

Reuven known that the Holy One blessed be He was dictating in his regard: 
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“Reuven heard and he rescued him from their hands” (Genesis 37:21), he 

would have taken him to his father on his shoulder. 

Had Aaron known that  the Holy One blessed be He was dictating in  his 

regard: “Behold, he is emerging to meet you” (Exodus 4:14), he would have 

emerged to meet [Moses] with drums and dancing. 

Had  Boaz  known that  the  Holy  One  blessed  be  He  was  dictating  in  his 

regard: “He handed her roasted grain, and she ate, was sated, and there 

was some left over,” (Ruth 2:14) he would have fed her fattened calves.

Explaining the Story - What is going on in our story? (Explain the sequence 

of events) 

Comprehension and Analysis Questions

 Our story talks about Reuven not performing a mitzvah wholeheartedly. Which 

mitzvah was Reuven performing?

Answer 1 ___________________________________________________________

Answer 2 ___________________________________________________________

Answer 3 ___________________________________________________________

 In which way didn’t Reuven perform the mitzvah wholeheartedly?

Answer 1 ___________________________________________________________

Answer 2 ___________________________________________________________

Answer 3 ___________________________________________________________

Bonus  Why do you think Reuven did not perform the mitzvah wholeheartedly?

Answer 1 ___________________________________________________________

Answer 2 ___________________________________________________________

Answer 3 ___________________________________________________________

 Our story talks about Aaron not performing the mitzvah wholeheartedly. Which 

mitzvah was Aaron performing?

Answer 1 ___________________________________________________________

Answer 2 ___________________________________________________________
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Bonus  Our story assumes that Aaron was not very effusive when meeting his 

brother. Based on which words does our story make this assumption? 

 Why do  you  think  Aaron  didn’t  come to  greet  his  brother  with  drums and 

dancing?

Answer 1 ___________________________________________________________

Answer 2 ___________________________________________________________

Extra Bonus  Why would it have made a difference to Moses if his brother would 

have come to meet him with drums and dancing as opposed to just coming and 

meeting him as he did?

Bonus  Why did Boaz give Ruth roasted grain to eat, as opposed to fattened 

calves, or chicken with vegetables?

Answer 1 ___________________________________________________________

Answer 2 ___________________________________________________________

Answer 3 ___________________________________________________________

One More Analysis Question

Bonus  Our story seems to imply that Reuven, Aaron and Boaz would have acted 

differently had they known their actions would be recorded by God forever. Can you 

think of a different way to understand the message of our story without focusing on 

Reuven, Aaron and Boaz’s possible ulterior motives?

“The Twist” – Or the Lessons We Can Learn from This Text

 Act always wholeheartedly! You never know! Your actions may be way more 

important than you realize!

By Rabbi Manes Kogan 

Why do we do things half-way? This is the question our story strives to tackle. 

Reuven, Aaron and Boaz are intrinsically good men, with good intentions and good 

hearts,  and yet  they don’t  translate their  full  potential  in  their  actions.  Reuven 

doesn’t finish the job he started, Aaron limits his emotional involvement with his 

brother, and Boaz acts kindly, but not as generously as he could. While each of the 
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Biblical characters portrayed in our story may have his own particular reason for 

not acting wholeheartedly, their common denominator is that they underestimate 

the impact of their actions. Our story invites the reader not to do the same. 

By Devash: Hadar’s Weekly Parashah Magazine for Children & Families

Our actions may be way more important than we realize. Sometimes, a simple act 

can even change history. The midrash seems to be suggesting that we should try to 

always  act  as  if  what  we  are  doing  will  have  a  major  impact,  and  will  be 

remembered forever. 

Why is it so hard to know how important our actions are? Can you think of some 

examples of small acts you can do that might have a huge impact on others? If you 

knew that  your actions would be written in a  book that people would read for 

thousands of years, how would that change the way you act? Can you imagine 

acting with this kind of intention all the time? What would that feel like?
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