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THE PENTATEUCH

Lesson 9    Commentary  Genesis 42 - 45

Lesson 10  Questions        Genesis 46 - 50

JOSEPH’S BROTHERS COME TO EGYPT

AND THE BENJAMIN STORY

Genesis 42-45

I. JACOB SENDS TEN OF JOSEPH’S BROTHERS FOR EMERGENCY SUPPLIES


A. First Journey. Genesis 42 is a literary delight. Notice the spontaneous conversations, direct quotes of realistic human emotions. Notice the suspense Joseph builds up and the clever way he brings his brothers to admit to each other, (not realizing that Joseph understood their language) that it was all their fault “because of our brother,” as they recalled Joseph’s anguish when he pleaded with them. When Reuben added, “Didn’t I tell you so?,” Joseph was so moved to hear of how this brother tried to save him that he had to leave in tears.


But Joseph, whether really or designedly, showed disbelief in their story, until he was told more and more, and finally heard that the youngest brother, his own full brother, was at home with his father. Joseph yearned to see him, and demanded that he be brought by one of the brothers before they should get the grain. Then he locked them all up for three days. The brothers were tested quite a bit before they finally went back to Jacob, leaving Simeon in Joseph’s jail.


B. Return to Jacob (Genesis 42:29-38). Then we see the sorrow and the wailing of Jacob at such a hard request—in verse 4 we saw that he did not send Benjamin because he feared a disaster for him. When they found their money returned, both Jacob and the brothers were in dismay, thinking Joseph meant to accuse them of cheating or stealing it back. And then Jacob cried out, “Must you make me childless?” mentioning Simeon, Joseph and now Benjamin. As the other nine stood there, apparently not being counted as remaining children, Jacob wailed, “Why must such things always happen to me?” Haven’t we all reached that state when we have not one, not two, but three misfortunes, and forget to count the blessings we have left? And here we must be hearing the Reubenite tribe’s account, for Reuben speaks up and offers his own children if he does not bring Benjamin back. And Jacob refuses, speaking of his white head going to the grave…


C. Testing by Trials. What is Joseph’s motive in the way he tested the brothers? He is probably trying to see if they are ruled by the same jealousy and envy as before. We see that they seem genuinely sorry to hurt their father over his remaining son of Rachel, whom he loved so much. The ten brothers have had conversion experiences over the adversities of the famine and the suspicion of the foreign governor. Jacob, however, as you may remember, when he feared Esau and dreaded what he feared might happen, turned to God in prayer. Here, he complains about God, but does not, apparently, pray. Yet, all this was going to bring good, good he did not dream of. This is God’s way; we can learn from this that misfortune allowed by God is only to bring good to us: conversion, a change in our faults, sins; or to bring about even better situations for us. Let us trust that God is behind our lives, loving and watching over us.

II. A DRAMA

We have mentioned that the patriarchal literature has something of the nature of saga, the kind of story that tells of the formation of a clan or people. But in this lesson I want to talk about chapters 43-45 as one act of a drama, and to look at it in scenes.


Scene 1: (Genesis 43:1-14)


Palestine, the Promised Land, which is stricken by famine. Present are Jacob, characterized by self-pity (“Go back and bring us a little food… Why did you bring this misery on me?”)


Nine brothers (Simeon is still in prison in Egypt), with Judah as spokesman, arguing hotly against their father’s irrational complaints, caught in a bind between his authority as head of the clan, and their responsibility for their own families as well as for him.


Benjamin, somewhere in the background.


Movement of the scene: from stalemate to compromise. Judah assumes personal responsibility for Benjamin’s safety; Jacob, true to character, asks for God’s help, but also tries to buy his way out of the difficulty; Benjamin goes out, as Joseph had gone before him, totally at the mercy of his older brothers. Jacob’s resignation borders on fatalism: “If I must be bereaved, bereaved I must be.”


Scene 2: (Genesis 43:15-34)


Egypt, where the twelve brothers are brought together, though only one of them is aware of it.


Joseph’s chamberlain, a minor but necessary character.


Joseph sees the brothers arrive, commands that they be taken to his house rather than to his place of business. The brothers, nervous because of the peculiarities of the last visit, their anxiety re-enforced by a guilty conscience, see this action as foreboding danger: “They will fall on us and make slaves of us.” (Note the echo of what they had done to Joseph!) “And they will take our donkeys too!” They try to buy their way out of a tight situation, proving themselves true sons of their father. It is the chamberlain, not they, who speaks of “your God and the God of your father.”


They are treated courteously, and Simeon is brought out (presumably produced from the same prison in which Joseph had languished). Even the donkeys are given fodder. And speaking of food, note that a beast is to be slaughtered and served for dinner, echo of Abraham’s command that an animal be slain so that some “light refreshment” might be served his angelic guests.


Enter Joseph, center stage. The brothers bow down before him, bringing to fulfillment the dream of his boyhood. His first question is for his father, who, he is assured, is well. He looks at Benjamin, perhaps seeing in this younger brother some resemblance to both his father and his mother. (Some think that Benjamin had not been born when Joseph was kidnapped.) Overcome with emotion, he leaves the room abruptly, returning only when he has regained control and removed the traces of his tears.


The scene ends with a banquet, served at three tables. Joseph eats alone, as befits his rank; the guests, being Semites, are served separately from the Egyptians because of both rank and dietary requirements.


The fact that Joseph is able to seat them according to seniority is at first troubling (they have surely heard of his ability as reader of omens) but all anxiety seems to disappear as these men from a land of famine indulge in rich food and drink. Benjamin is favored, as Joseph had once been, but there is no indication that the brothers are jealous of him.


Scene 3: (Genesis 44:1-5)


Brief; Joseph and his chamberlain, alone. The plot is laid and the trap set.


Scene 4: (Genesis 44:6-13)


Somewhere along the road outside the city. The chamberlain, presumably accompanied by retainers (soldiers?), and the brothers, with their food loaded on those famous donkeys!


Since the reader is privy to information the brothers do not have, suspense builds up, just as it did when we knew Rachel was seated upon the household gods that belonged to her father. The brothers, self-righteous as Jacob had been on that occasion, make a pledge they will soon regret. Not only will they all accept slavery if one of them is guilty, the life of the culprit will be forfeited.


The chamberlain accepts the second part of the pledge, with a notable modification, but rejects the first. “The one on whom it is found shall become my slave,” he says, assuming the persona of his master, “but the rest of you can go free.”


The cup is found in Benjamin’s bag. The brothers tear their clothes, and instead of being grateful for their own escape, return together to Joseph’s house.


Scene 5: (Genesis 44:14-34)


Joseph, his retainers, and the very nervous brothers.


In response to Joseph’s accusation, the brothers surprisingly plead guilty. “God himself has uncovered your servants’ guilt.” It is their first mention of God, whom they come to know first as judge. That image will be modified only with difficulty for these men who have lived for years with their guilt unacknowledged.


To what are they pleading guilty? Certainly they did not take the cup, yet they are ready to share in the slavery that is to be the lot of Benjamin, convinced that it is their guilt, not his, that has brought about this situation. Again Joseph assures them that they are free to go. But the brothers who so blithely put Joseph into a cistern to die, then happily sat down to eat; the brothers who cheerfully sold him into slavery and took to their father the garment presumably soaked in his blood and asked, “Is this your son’s garment?”; the brothers who offered little if any protest when Simeon was kept as hostage; these brothers have a different attitude now.


Again, it is Judah who is spokesman. Once again we hear the story, with its repetition of detail so characteristic of oral tradition. We know that they are telling the truth, because we saw it all happen. “If I go to your servant my father now, and we do not have the boy with us, he will die as soon as he sees that the boy is not with us, for his heart is bound up with him; and your servants will have sent our father’s white head down to Sheol with grief.” Something has changed radically in the attitude toward the father. There seemed to be no anxiety over his grief when Joseph was presumed devoured by wild animals.

COMMENTARY


It is not Jacob that has changed. We saw him stand in the presence of nine of his sons and say that he has only one left. But the brothers have come to accept his preferences and to honor his old age. They have learned something of compassion, and that is what Joseph has been looking for. “Let your servant stay,” says Judah, “as my lord’s slave in place of the boy, and let the boy go back with his brothers. How indeed could I go back to my father and not have the boy with me? I could not bear to see the misery that would overwhelm my father.”


(Do you remember the formula you learned for receiving the sacrament of penance, which we now call reconciliation? The brothers have had plenty of occasion to examine their conscience, acknowledge and repent of their sin; there is clear evidence that they do not intend to repeat their wrongdoing. Reconciliation is prepared, and the scene that follows has much in common with that wonderful NT story of the Prodigal Son.)


Reconciliation is what occurs here (Genesis 45:1-15). Joseph’s revelation of his identity is at first a source of terror for the brothers. They are totally at the mercy of one who had once pleaded for mercy and had received none. In chapter 50 we will see that they have a problem believing in and accepting Joseph’s forgiveness, so unlike is such an attitude to anything they have experienced. But their concern for Benjamin and for their father shows enough growth for now. From Joseph’s point of view, reconciliation is complete. For the brothers, it will grow.


Notice Joseph’s explanation of the situation. He does not say that his brothers did no wrong; neither does he ask them if they are sorry for the injustice they did him. He simply tells them that they are not to reproach themselves for the suffering they brought upon him. It is God, he says, who sent him ahead to preserve their lives by a great deliverance. There is nothing half-hearted, nothing petty in the welcome he extends to them. He simply takes up life where it is, and offers all that he has as well as all that he has become through his years of slavery and imprisonment.


The end of the scene is practically overloaded with stage business!


Joseph sends messages to his father, embraces his brother Benjamin, kisses and weeps with each of the others—and only then, we are told, were they able to talk to him. In selling him, they had bound themselves into a kind of slavery that haunts their adult lives; only his forgiveness can set them free from that slavery. The scene has given us a splendid revelation of what it means to be made in the image of God, to be liberator of those enslaved by sin.


Scene 6: (Genesis 45:16-20)


Practically an anti-climax. Pharaoh joins Joseph in extending a warm welcome to the whole family, who are to “have the best land in Egypt” and to “live off the fat of the land.” New clothes are given (We remember that the brothers tore their garments as a sign of extreme grief.) Benjamin is given five changes of clothes, unheard of wealth, reminiscent of Joseph’s boyhood garment, and money besides, without any jealousy being aroused. Or perhaps Joseph fears that just such sentiments might surface when he warns that there should be no “upsets” on the journey!


Scene 7: (Genesis 45:21-28)


Jacob learns that Joseph is not only alive, but is healthy and prosperous. Jacob too has experienced a clarification of values. Seeing all the wealth that has been sent him, told of all that is offered, he has only one thought: “My son Joseph is still alive. I must go and see him before I die.”

III. A DRAMATIC CRITICISM


The curtain falls on this act of the drama. But let me, like a drama critic, call your attention to what has been going on. For each of the characters, there has been a high point, a fall, and a resurrection to something that is in both continuity and discontinuity with early experience.


A. The Characters. Jacob has struggled, from the womb of his mother, to maintain control of his life. We have already seen him trick his brothers and his father-in-law to obtain things that God intended to give him as gift, not reward. We seem him again in this act of the drama, beginning as a wealthy man with twelve sons, reduced to recognizing that he cannot provide food for his family or safety for his favorite child. And only then does he receive all: wealth, sons, security as gifts from God through the son he had lost.


Then there are the brothers. As young men they had rid themselves by violence of the troublesome “pet” who tattled to their father. They have matured, established and presumably provided for their own families, come to know from experience what it means to be father; then they had to risk everything, Reuben offering his own sons as hostages for Benjamin, and Judah ready to leave his own family fatherless rather than bring grief to the father who had been sorely tried. They knew the helplessness of foreigners in a culture alien to them, learned something of the pettiness of their possessions in the face of Egypt’s wealth, experienced the powerlessness of the accused. They too have to receive everything as a gift.


And what of Joseph, who had nothing of which to repent? Didn’t he know the same cycle? However unassuming might have been the boy who dreamed of sheaves and stars bowing before him, he knew himself gifted by his father’s love and by some power even beyond that, the power indicated in his dreams. But he too had to learn through slavery, treachery, imprisonment, and long years of waiting, that all is gift, and that the gifts of God are given primarily so that the receiver might share in God’s work of redemption, and participate in His saving love.


B. The Drama. Like every piece of good literature, the Joseph story has a beginning, a middle and an end. The end is related to the beginning, as an oak tree is related to an acorn. Everything was there in the beginning, but it had to die to itself, and break out into new form. The beginning and the end are like the joyful and the glorious mysteries of the rosary; it is the suffering and death that lie between that bring the angel song of Christmas to the Angel’s announcement of resurrection. In the Joseph story the gifted son whom we saw as a child becoming the gift-giving man who secures his brothers’ survival. He will not himself return to the promised land, except to bury his father and to be himself interred centuries after his death, but in returning Jacob’s body he claims the land for the others. Through enduring slavery he is able to free others. In forgiving, he enables his brothers to become forgiving people. Do you wonder that he is spoken of as a figure of Jesus, Savior of the world?


C. Lessons From the Joseph Story. Joseph was faithful to his belief and trust in God although rejected by his brothers, sent by them into slavery in a foreign land, imprisoned unjustly, and severely tempted by another man’s wife. He also did not fall into pride and materialism when he was honored and made famous in a nation of false gods, and of wealth and many vices that wealth can create. How faithful are you in adversity and in well-being?


As for God, we can see Him “bringing good out of evil,” as St. Paul says in Romans 8:28. He prepared, through Joseph, the saving of His revelation to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, and preserved the heads of the twelve tribes to become His Chosen People. God’s Providence in our trials and adversities often is a preparation, a new road for us in His saving plans, His work through us. Take some moments to reflect on your life in these regards and in your development of character through trials.

* * * * * * *
QUESTIONS FOR LESSON 10

Genesis 46 - 50

Day 1

Read the Notes.


a.
Underline and be prepared to share a line helpful to you.


b.
Give two examples of Joseph and his brothers’ actions that you would like to imitate.

Day 2

Read Genesis 46.


a.
In verses 2-5, what answer does Jacob say to God that several Israelites in Scripture give to God’s call, including Mary?


b.
What attitude does this simple answer show?


c.
What did Jacob do to show that he meant it?

Day 3

Read Genesis 47.



a.
What seems to be the reason in verses 1-12 of God’s allowing the injustice done to Joseph when he was a child?


b.
Does this say anything about our own misfortunes sometimes? Explain.

Day 4

Read Genesis 48.



On his deathbed, what reason does Jacob give for asking Joseph to “give” his two sons as heirs of land in the Promised Land? How is this connected with the mention of Rachel?

Day 5

Read Genesis 49.


a.
In the long poem in verses 1-27, we find a description of the fortunes of the twelve tribes in later history! What does this indicate about the origin of this information and description?


b.
Why does it seem fitting for the “editor” of Genesis to put in Jacob’s last message to his sons?


c.
Does this add to Jacob’s importance, as the immediate “patriarch of the twelve tribes”?


d.
Who is the only son praised in the words of Jacob? Scholars believe this reflects the Davidic period of King David as its origin.

Day 6

Read Genesis 50.



The whole story of Joseph is wrapped up here, including Jacob’s burial in Canaan, and Joseph’s death and burial in Egypt. In between is the reaction of the other brothers to their father’s death. How is Joseph’s reaction to their pleas for forgiveness a pre-figuring of Jesus as he neared death?
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