Vayeshev

In parshat Vayeshev we read the story of the sale of Joseph by his brothers.   The actions of the oldest brother Reuben are somewhat mystifying.  When Joseph first came near his brothers and they wanted to kill him, Reuben said, “Let’s not kill our brother, “Al tishpachu dam hishlichu oto el ha-bor, instead let’s throw him into the pit.”  Because Reuben thought that he would soon return and save Joseph entirely.


However, what happened next is that the brothers sold Joseph as a slave to the Ishmaelites.  When Reuben returned, as the text tells us in 37: 29, he tore his clothes with grief and was ashamed before his father?

If Reuben was so upset that Joseph was sold into slavery, why did he not just follow after the caravan that Joseph was sold to?  After all, the text only tells us that the brothers took a break to eat some food.  If Joseph had no trouble wandering around till he found his brothers, it is logical to assume that Reuben could have had a pretty good chance at continuing down the road till he was able to catch up to Yosef?  Why is Reuben so inactive when he should be chasing after Joseph?  
37: 29, states, Va-yashav Reuven el ha-bor, va-hineh ein yosef ba-bor va-yikra et begadav, and Reuben returned to the pit and behold Joseph was no longer in the pit and so Reuben tore his clothes.  Why did Reuben tear his clothes, which is normally an action associated with mourning the death of someone?
Rueben had no idea that his brothers had sold Joseph.  All Reuben knew was that his brothers who previously had wanted to kill Joseph were left alone with Joseph and now Joseph was gone.  Reuben’s first thought was that the brothers had probably killed Joseph once Reuben had left.  And thus Reuben immediately tears his clothes in grief. Since he thought Joseph was murdered there was no point in chasing after him.
Notice that the brothers made no attempt to disabuse Reuben of his idea that Joseph was dead.  The lesson here is that once people star acting immorally and without unity, everyone including the ringleaders can eventually become a victim.

