
Story Number 36

THE FAMINE (Part 1)

When Joseph interpreted Pharaoh’s dream, he forecast seven years of

plenty, followed by seven years of famine. Well the years of plenty came

and passed, and the years of famine began.

Already in the first of the seven years of famine, the people were

hungry and cried out to Pharaoh for food. Pharaoh simply told them ‘Go

to Joseph’. Joseph had made preparations, he had plenty of food in stock,

so he opened up his stores and sold food to the people, but the Egyptians

had to pay for it.

However, the famine also applied in all the surrounding countries, in

particular in Canaan where Joseph’s father Jacob and Joseph’s brothers all

lived. And in these countries there was no Joseph to save up food in the

years of plenty, so the people began to get very hungry. Then they heard

that there was food in Egypt – Joseph’s stores – so a lot of them went

down to Egypt to buy food from Joseph.

When Jacob heard about this, of course he did not know that it was his

son Joseph who was in charge there. He believed that Joseph was dead.

But he and his family were hungry, so he sent ten of his sons to Egypt to

buy food – ten, keeping Benjamin at home, because he was the remaining

son of Rachel, and Jacob was afraid that some accident might occur to

him on the way, just as (so he believed) an accident had occurred to

Joseph when he sent him to Shechem to his brothers, and he would be left

with nothing and nobody to remember Rachel with.

The ten set out and arrived in Egypt, where they were directed to ‘the

man in charge’, that is to say Joseph, but they did not know who he was

and did not recognise him. Joseph, though, did recgnise them, and realised
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that here was an opportunity to start to have his own back. They must be

punished for what they did. So he spoke to them harshly.

‘You are spies’ he said, ‘come to spy out the country for our enemies!

Otherwise why else do you come in such a large group of ten together?’

‘Not at all’ they answered. ‘We are a large group because we are all

brothers. We were twelve brothers living in Canaan, the youngest one

(meaning Benjamin) is at home with father, and one of them is not.’

(The expression ‘is not’ could mean many things, they were referring

of course to Joseph, the one they had got rid of, but the words ‘is not’

suggested that he was dead, without telling a lie by saying so.)

Benjamin was of course Joseph’s only full brother. The others were all

half-brothers, from Joseph’s father but not from his mother. Benjamin had

not been at Dothan when they sold him, he had stayed at home, and

Joseph longed to meet him again. Here was an opportunity.

‘You are spies’ he said again. ‘If you want to prove that you are not,

and that you are telling the truth, send one of you home to fetch your

younger brother here, and the rest of you stay here till he comes.’

This of course sounded a bit odd, but they were in the presence of the

ruler of Egypt, second to Pharaoh, and they could not and dared not argue

with him. Meanwhile he put them all in prison, so that they might have

a taste of what it was like to be in an Egyptian prison, while they decided

which one to send home to fetch Benjamin.

But they stood firm, stayed in prison and refused to send anyone, and

Joseph was worried that meanwhile their families were starving at home.

So after three days, he release them and told them what to do.

‘I will keep one of you here in prison as security, to make sure that you

come back. Meanwhile the rest of you can go home and take the food for

your families, and bring back your younger brother. That way you will

prove to me that you are telling the truth, that you are not spies and will

not be put to death.’

The brothers were shocked. They had not recognised Joseph, but one
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of them must have seen something in him that reminded him of Joseph.

He remembered what they had done and began to have a conscience.

Now how did they speak to Joseph in the first place or understand what

he said? They only spoke Hebrew and did not understand Egyptian.

Joseph pretended not to understand Hebrew, and spoke in Egyptian. An

interpreter who spoke both languages translated what he said into Hebrew,

and what they said into Egyptian.

So the one with a conscience said quietly in Hebrew to one of the

others ‘We are being punished now for what we did to our brother, when

we heard his cries and screams for help and took no notice!’ He meant

‘punished by God’, indirectly, and did not care if the ‘Egyptian’ heard or

not, he would not understand.

But of course, Joseph did understand. This was exactly what was

happening, only directly, and he was punishing them. He had intended

putting Reuben in prison, sending the others home, for two reasons. First,

Reuben was the oldest and therefore the most responsible. Second, Reuben

was the one who had taken him and put him into the cistern, from which

they later took him out and sold him, so, thought Joseph, it was all

Reuben’s idea. Now we know that on the contrary, the others wanted to

kill him, and Reuben put him in the cistern to save his life, but Jospeh did

not know that. He also had not noticed that Reuben was not there when

they sold him. However, he now heard the words of the one with a

conscience, and what he heard next made him change his mind.

Reuben answered the man with a conscience. ‘I told you all not to harm

the boy, but you refused to listen to me. And now his blood is being

avenged!’ Reuben had not been there when they sold him, had torn his

clothes when he was not in the cistern, and had asked no questions and

got no answers. He had always assumed that they had killed Joseph after

all, in his absence. Joseph did not understand all this, but did suddenly

realise that Reuben was not the one to blame. So instead of Reuben, he

took the next one, Simeon, (he did not know that the worst culprit was

Judah), put him in prison and sent the rest home, with the food they had
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bought loaded in large sacks on their donkeys. But first he told his servant

to give them food for the journey, and when filling the sacks to put each

one’s money back in his sack, on top of the food, before closing it.

(The fact that each one brought his money and bought separately had

perhaps suggested accusing them of being spies. If they were all brothers,

why did they not bring one sum of money for all of them? Of course there

was a good reason, but still .....)

On the way home, when they stopped to rest overnight, one of them

opened his sack to find food for his donkey, and found his money there!

He told his brothers and they had a shock. ‘What has God done to us?’

Arriving home they told Jacob the whole story of what had happened

to them, how the ‘lord of the country’ had treated them, and his demand

to bring Benjamin. Emptying their sacks in front of him, they found that

each had his purse with his money in it returned in his sack! All,

including Jacob, were suddenly afraid.

Jacob turned to them. ‘Look what you have done to me! Joseph is not,

Simeon is not, and now you want to take Benjamin from me.’

Reuben answered him ‘Give him to me, I will take responsibility, you

may kill my two sons if I do not bring him back to you’.

But Jacob was adamant. ‘My son will not go with you. His brother is

dead, and he alone remains. An accident may happen on the way, and you

will send me in misery to the grave.’

And so for the while the matter rested, with Simeon in gaol in Egypt,

and the rest at home.
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