
Story Number 37

THE FAMINE (Part 2)

How far had we got? Nine of the ten brothers returned to Canaan with

food, while Simeon was held in prison as security for their bringing

Benjamin to Egypt to meet Joseph; but Jacob refused to let Benjamin go,

so they stayed in Canaan leaving Simeon in gaol in Egypt. Meanwhile

they had food for the first year of the famine.

But in the second year, the famine in Canaan, as in Egypt, got worse

and worse, with nothing to eat. Jacob turned to his sons and asked them

why they did not go to Egypt to buy some more food. They replied by

reminding him of Joseph’s instructions. And so started another family

argument; they had already had arguments about Shechem after the

massacre, and about all the tales that Joseph had brought home about his

brothers. Here the nine brothers stood firm against their father.

‘Father’ said Judah, the leader who generally acted as spokesman, ‘The

man who rules the whole country made it clear to us that we may not see

him again without Benjamin. In fact, he accused us of being spies, and if

we go without Benjamin they will kill us as spies. If you let us take

Benjamin we will go and bring you food, but if you do not let us take

Benjamin we will not go!’

Harsh words to say to a father, but Judah and the others realised the

situation fully, and had to make Jacob realise just how serious it was.

There was no point in going without Benjamin, even if the Egyptians did

not kill them as spies, they could not see Joseph and could not buy food

without first seeing him and getting his permission. So why go?

Jacob was annoyed. ‘Why did you cause me all this trouble? Why did

you do me harm by telling the man that you have another brother?’
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They replied ‘The man asked us questions. “You say that you are sons

of one father, is your father alive? Do you have any more brothers?” How

were we to know that he would ask us to bring our brother to see him?’

Finally, after a long argument, Judah spoke. ‘Send the lad with me, so

that we, and you, and all the children, can live and not die of hunger. If

we had not had alI the delay we could have been there and back twice in

the time. I will take responsibility for him, and if I do not bring him

safely back to you I will have sinned against you for the rest of my life.’

At this Jacob gave way. He told them to take presents for the man, fruit

and other things that grow in Canaan but not in Egypt, to return the

money they found in their sacks, and to take double money for more food

in case the price had gone up since last time. So they went with Benjamin.

When they reached Egypt, Joseph saw them with Benjamin and told his

servant to take them to his private house and prepare a meal, so that they

should eat with him at midday.

When they saw that they were being taken to Joseph’s house they were

afraid that it was on account of the money they had found in their sacks,

and they would be accused of stealing. So they called the man aside, told

him how they had found the money in their sacks, they did not know who

put it there, it was obviously a mistake, and they had brought it back to

return it, together with other money to buy more food with.

‘Do not worry’, said the servant, ‘your God has given you a present in

your sacks. I myself received the money you brought last time.’ Then he

brought out Simeon to join them.

The brothers were puzzled at all this, but relieved. On reaching

Joseph’s house they had a wash after the journey, fed their animals, laid

out the presents they had brought for Joseph, and waited, being told that

they were invited to lunch with him.

When Joseph arrived they gave him the presents and bowed down to

him. He greeted them, asked after their welfare and that of their old father
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– was he still alive? – to which they answered that he was alive and well.

‘Why should he be so concerned about our father?’ they thought, but

decided that it was probably just politeness.

The he noticed Benjamin. ‘Is this your young brother?’ he asked, and

blessed him. It was twenty-two years since he had seen him! The last

time, Joseph was just seventeen, and Benjamin a boy seven or eight years

younger. In twenty-two years he had lived alone, first as a slave, then in

prison, and finally as ruler of Egypt, but without any family, and had seen

or heard nothing of any of them, even his father, except on the brothers’

last visit. And now here was his little brother, from the same mother, a

small boy now grown into a man of over thirty, standing in front of him.

The emotion was great, and he broke down. He ran into one of the rooms

and began to cry. After a while he washed his face, and returned.

‘Serve the meal!’ he told his servants.

They sat at three separate tables, he, the brothers, and the Egyptians,

since the Hebrews ate meat which was an abomination to the Egyptians,

and different food was served. Joseph passed on food from his portion to

his brothers, who found themselves seated in the exact order of their ages,

which surprised them. How did he know? And Benjamin received five

times as much as any of the others. So they all ate and drank together, a

merry feast.

Joseph then played a trick on them. He told his servant to fill their

sacks, put each one’s money in his sack on top, and to put his own private

silver decanter into the sack of the youngest (Benjamin).

They stayed overnight and left next morning. Shortly after leaving town

they were overtaken by Joseph’s servant, who, on Joseph’s instructions,

asked them why they had returned his kindness with wickednes and stolen

his decanter. It was the one he used for drinking and also for divining –

that is to say as a magic jug which would give him information when

asked. It had disappeared but somehow by magic sent him a message that

the brothers had taken it, in fact stolen it!
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They were shocked. ‘How could we steal anything? We even brought

back the money we found in our sacks. If one of us stole it he should die

and the rest of us remain slaves here!’ To this the servant replied ‘The

one who stole it will be taken as a slave, and the rest of you can go free.’

He then searched in all the sacks, and in the last one, that of Benjamin,

he found the decanter. The brothers were shocked, tore their clothes, and

went back to the town.

Joseph was still at home, they fell down on the ground in front of him.

‘Why did you do this to me?’ he asked. ‘Did you not realise that a man

in my position will divine?’ (In other words, he would know who took it.)

‘What can we say and how can we justify ourselves?’ Judah replied,

‘God has found our sin’ (he had in mind the sin of what they did to

Joseph, for which they were being punished, he knew they had not stolen

the thing), ‘and here we are all slaves to you.’

‘I will not do anything like that’ said Joseph. ‘The one who stole the

decanter will remain as my slave, while the rest of you can go home to

your father.’

Judah then asked permission to speak, and that Joseph should not be

angry. He reminded Joseph of what happened last time, and of his demand

to see their young brother. He told him how dear the young brother was

to his father, all that had happened at home, how his father had not

wanted to let the lad go, afraid that he might have an accident on the way,

and how finally he, Judah, had given his father a guarantee that he weuld

look after his brother. If he returned without Benjamin, he could not face

his old father, who would die in misery and grief. ‘Take me as a slave

instead’ he said ‘and let the lad return to his father.’

All this was too much for Joseph, who broke down with emotion. He

ordered everyone else to leave the room, and then turned to his brothers

and said in Hebrew ‘I am your brother Joseph, the one you sold to Egypt.

Is my father still alive?’

More next time.

4


