These Are Old Problems:

Scarcity and Plenty in Joseph’s Egypt and Nehemiah’s Israel
Rabbanit Leah Sarna | Drisha Institute for Jewish Education | Xownn nao 1

I.Joseph

1. Bereshit 41:33-36, 47-49

“Accordingly, let Pharaoh find a man of discernment and wisdom,
and set him over the land of Egypt.

And let Pharaoh take steps to appoint overseers over the land, and
organize the land of Egypt in the seven years of plenty.

Let all the food of these good years that are coming be gathered, and
let the grain be collected under Pharaoh’s authority as food to be
stored in the cities.

Let that food be a reserve for the land for the seven years of famine
which will come upon the land of Egypt, so that the land may not
perish in the famine.”

During the seven years of plenty, the land produced in abundance.
And he gathered all the grain of the seven years that the land of
Egypt was enjoying, and stored the grain in the cities; he put in each
city the grain of the fields around it.

So Joseph collected produce in very large quantity, like the sands of
the sea, until he ceased to measure it, for it could not be measured.
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2. Bereshit 47:13

Now there was no bread in all the world, for the famine was very
severe; both the land of Egypt and the land of Canaan languished
because of the famine.

Joseph gathered in all the money that was to be found in the land of
Egypt and in the land of Canaan, as payment for the rations that
were being procured, and Joseph brought the money into Pharaoh’s
palace.

And when the money gave out in the land of Egypt and in the land of
Canaan, all the Egyptians came to Joseph and said, “Give us bread,
lest we die before your very eyes; for the money is gone!”

And Joseph said, “Bring your livestock, and I will sell to you against
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your livestock, if the money is gone.”

So they brought their livestock to Joseph, and Joseph gave them
bread in exchange for the horses, for the stocks of sheep and cattle,
and the asses; thus he provided them with bread that year in
exchange for all their livestock.

And when that year was ended, they came to him the next year and
said to him, “We cannot hide from my lord that, with all the money
and animal stocks consigned to my lord, nothing is left at my lord’s
disposal save our persons and our farmland.

Let us not perish before your eyes, both we and our land. Take us
and our land in exchange for bread, and we with our land will be
serfs to Pharaoh; provide the seed, that we may live and not die, and
that the land may not become a waste.”

So Joseph gained possession of all the farm land of Egypt for
Pharaoh, every Egyptian having sold his field because the famine
was too much for them; thus the land passed over to Pharaoh.

And he removed the population town by town, from one end of
Egypt’s border to the other.

Only the land of the priests he did not take over, for the priests had
an allotment from Pharaoh, and they lived off the allotment which
Pharaoh had made to them; therefore they did not sell their land.
Then Joseph said to the people, “Whereas I have this day acquired
you and your land for Pharaoh, here is seed for you to sow the land.
And when harvest comes, you shall give one-fifth to Pharaoh, and
four-fifths shall be yours as seed for the fields and as food for you
and those in your households, and as nourishment for your
children.”

And they said, “You have saved our lives! We are grateful to my lord,
and we shall be serfs to Pharaoh.”

And Joseph made it into a land law in Egypt, which is still valid, that
a fifth should be Pharaoh’s; only the land of the priests did not
become Pharaoh’s.
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I1. Critique of Joseph?

3. Devarim 15:12-15
If a fellow Hebrew, man or woman, is sold to you, he shall serve you
six years, and in the seventh year you shall set him free.
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When you set him free, do not let him go empty-handed: navn '"yon
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Furnish him out of the flock, threshing floor, and vat, with which
the LORD your God has blessed you.

Bear in mind that you were slaves in the land of Egypt and the
LORD your God redeemed you; therefore I enjoin this
commandment upon you today.

4. Dr. Nahum Sarna, The JPS Torah Commentary on Bereishit 47:13-26

It...supplies an explanation for the extraordinary contrast between the Egyptian system, which
concentrated land ownership in the hands of the state, and the Israelite ideal of private ownership of
property. It is also likely that the Narrator wishes to emphasize the great benefits that Joseph brought to the
crown, thus accentuating the base ingratitude of a later Pharaoh “who did not know Joseph.”

5. Rabbi Shai Held, The Heart of the Torah, Va-yiggash #2

Joseph does save countless lives in a disastrous time and thus brings abundant blessing to the Egyptians. And
yet he exacts too high a price from themoo everything they have, including their very freedom-- and insists
on making what should have been at best a temporary arrangement permanent. With those decisions he
plays with fire, and that fire will eventually wound his own family in unspeakable ways.

III. Nehemiah

6. Nehemiah 5:1-13 A'-N:N NN
There was a great outcry by the common folk and their wives D'NR™7N N7iT2 DY DY) NPYY ‘DA
against their brother Jews. {aly i)

Some said, “Our sons and daughters are numerous; we must get
grain to eat in order that we may live!”

Others said, “We must pawn our fields, our vineyards, and our
homes to get grain to stave off hunger.”

Yet others said, “We have borrowed money against our fields and
vineyards to pay the king’s tax.

Now we are as good as our brothers, and our children as good as
theirs; yet here we are subjecting our sons and daughters to
slavery—some of our daughters are already subjected—and we are
powerless, while our fields and vineyards belong to others.”

It angered me very much to hear their outcry and these complaints.

After pondering the matter carefully, I censured the nobles and the
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prefects, saying, “Are you pressing claims on loans made to your
brothers?” Then I raised a large crowd against them

and said to them, “We have done our best to buy back our Jewish
brothers who were sold to the nations; will you now sell your
brothers so that they must be sold [back] to us?” They kept silent,
for they found nothing to answer.

So I continued, “What you are doing is not right. You ought to act
in a God-fearing way so as not to give our enemies, the nations,
room to reproach us.

I, my brothers, and my servants also have claims of money and
grain against them; let us now abandon those claims!

Give back at once their fields, their vineyards, their olive trees, and
their homes, and [abandon] the claims for the hundred pieces of
silver, the grain, the wine, and the oil that you have been pressing
against them!”

They replied, “We shall give them back, and not demand anything
of them; we shall do just as you say.” Summoning the priests, I put
them under oath to keep this promise.

I also shook out the bosom of my garment and said, “So may God
shake free of his household and property any man who fails to keep
this promise; may he be thus shaken out and stripped.” All the
assembled answered, “Amen,” and praised the LORD. The people
kept this promise.
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IV. Prophetic Ideal

7. Yishayahu 55:1

Ho, all who are thirsty, Come for water, Even if you have no money;
Come, buy food and eat: Buy food without money, Wine and milk
without cost.
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