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ABSTRACT

The ambiguity of Joseph’s image is due mainly to readers’ different (or even
contradictory) evaluations of his actions. This thesis attempts to provide a portrayal

of this character by scrutinising his speeches in order to expose the problematic

nature of his claims to knowing God’s intentions.

Judah is forced by Joseph’s test to choose slavery for the sake of his father’s
survival (44.33-34); the ironic reversal of his role as a victimiser to becoming a
victim of his rationale to sell Joseph in order to save him (37.26-27) 1s unmistakable.
Unwittingly, Joseph mistakes the rationale for a divine principle to explain his
suffering and dreams of domination and subordination for the same purpose of
survival (45.5-11). To complicate the matter further, his repeated pronouncements of
the God-sent famine (45.25, 28, 32) portray God as the source of destruction and
deliverance, the same role Judah played in his betrayal. His final declaration of divine
good overriding human evil (50.20), intended to draw a radical distinction between
God’s intentions and those of his brothers, would make it harder for him to explain
the remarkable similarity between God’s actions and those of Judah. However, he 1s
unaware of the anomaly his speeches yield due to his 1ignorance of Judah’s excuse.

This double blindness calls into doubt any certainty about the coalescence of

perspectives of Joseph and the narrator.

It is also Joseph’s assertion of domination over Egypt (45.8-9) instead of over his
brothers that exposes its link with his subsequent policy of enslavement of a whole
nation (47.13-26). However benevolent his measures are, his ambiguous behaviour
clearly derives from his belief in his right to subjugate others in order to save them. It
is undoubtedly an ironic and tragic ending that the protagonist would repeat the

enslavement (which he has suffered, abhorred and condemned as evil) on such a

grand scale.
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CHAPTER 1

PROBLEMATIC NATURE OF JOSEPH'S CLAIM OF DIVINE
PROVIDENCE

A. Overview

The Joseph story is well researched in studies of biblical narrative, especially with
regard to the method of New Criticism. This literary approach enables readers to
appreciate the artistry of the biblical text and to understand its structure, plot,
character, point of view and themes. However, the basic moral and ideological stance
towards the text by literary scholars' does not differ much from those of historical-
critical scholars.? Joseph remains as an example and a spokesman of God’s divine
providence. In the light of recent developments in the application of literary theory to
the biblical text, the Joseph story and its interpretations will be revisited to see

whether or not a more radical portrayal of Joseph will emerge.

1. Binary oppositions In the Joseph story

Among the many facets of the deconstructive approach of reading, I restrict myself to
focusing on the unsettling effect of its deconstruction of binary opposition. Jacques
Derrida demonstrates that prior metaphysical, epistemological and ethical systems
have been constructed on the basis of conceptual oppositions such as
original/derivative, central/marginal, internal/external, transcendental/empirical,
universal/particular, good/evil, self/other, and presence/absence. One of the terms in
each binary opposition is privileged and the other suppressed or excluded. By
analysing the denigrated or marginalized terms and the nature of their exclusion,
Derrida’s strategy of reading is to prove that such preference for one term over its
opposite is ultimately untenable. The privileged term can always be found to depend

on and be invaded by its ostensibly excluded opposite. In other words, the privileged

' E.g. Robert Alter, Meir Sternberg, Jan P. Fokkelman, Shimon Bar-Efrat, Adele Berlin, Eric 1.
Lowenthal,

* E.g. Gerhard von Rad, Samuel R. Driver, John Skinner, Ephraim A. Speiscr.
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term is constituted by what it suppresses, and the latter returns to haunt it. Thus the
privileged term never achieves perfect identity or conceptual purity; it is always
already parasitic on or contaminated by the marginalized term. Derrida’s aim is not
simply to reverse the opposition but to problematize such a hierarchy of binary
opposition. The above description of Derrida’s deconstruction of binary opposition is
best summarised in his interview with Jean-Louis Houdebine and Guy Scarpetta in
his book Positions.> Below is a concise description and aim of the deconstructive

approach employed by biblical scholars:

A text typically sets forth or takes for granted some set of oppositions, one term
being privileged over its partner; but in so doing it cannot help allowing glimpses of
the impossibility of sustaining those oppositions. In deconstruction it is not a matter
of reversing the oppositions, of privileging the unprivileged and vice versa, but of
rewriting, reinscribing, the structures that have previously been constructed. The
deconstruction of texts relativizes the authornty attributed to them, and makes it
evident that much of the power that is felt to lie in texts is really the power of their
sanctioning community.*

A deconstructive reading of Joseph’s portrayal will find no better starting point

than his final theological claim within his reassurance and comfort to his brothers:

But Joseph said to them, ‘Fear not, for am [ in the place of God? As for you, you
meant evil against me; but God meant it for good, to bring it about that many people
should be kept alive, as they are today. So do not fear; 1 will provide for you and
your little ones.’ Thus he reassured them and comforted them (50.19-21).

Joseph’s concise summary of the past, his intricate interaction with his brothers
and God’s relation with them, centres on two obvious pairs of oppositions: divine
intention/human intention and good/evil (‘You meant evil against me; but God meant
it for good’). Any portrayal of Joseph will not be complete without confronting this
claim and its implied oppositions. There are other series of binary oppositions

intertwined with these two pairs within the narrative and its interpretations by many

’ Jacques Derrida, Positions (tr. Alan Bass; Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1981),
Positions, pp. 37-96. Derrida’s deconstruction is first meticulously argued in his three books (Of
Grammatology, Writing and Difference, Speech and Phenomena) published in French in the same
ycar 1967 and further expounded in another three books (Dissemination, Margins of Philosophy,
Positions) published in 1972, The translators, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak to Of Grammatology and
Barbara Johnson to Dissemination, give reader two good introductions to Derrida’s complex thought.
The three interviews in Positions provide a concise summary of Derrida’s Deconstruction.

1. Cheryl Exum and David J.A. Clines, ‘The New Literary Criticism’, in The New Literary
Criticism and the Hebrew Bible (ed. J. Cheryl Exum and David J.A. Clines, JSOTSup, 143; Sheffield:
JSOT Press, 1993), pp. 19-20.
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historical-critical or literary scholars. The prominent ones are lord/slave, life/death,
brother/foreigner, and knowledge/ignorance.” Under close scrutiny of the text, these
oppositions do not provide a sustainable and authoritative anchor for the argument
within the narrative. As a result, interpretations relying uncritically on these
oppositions will soon be found wanting. Deconstruction wamns us that one always
undermines what one has affirmed due to unexamined hierarchical oppositions. This

chapter will chart this process of self-undermining in Joseph’s famous theological

dictum.

Joseph's dreams about his brothers and parents bowing down before him predict
a relationship of lord/slave (or lord/servant, to use a less severe term) between them.
The brothers plot to murder him in order to frustrate any chance of his dreams being
fulfilled. Judah successfully persuades the brothers not to kill their own brother but to
turn this master of dreams into a slave by selling him to foreigners. Instead of being a
lord over his brothers, Joseph begins a downward turn from Canaan to Egypt, from
being a favoured son to a slave in a foreigner’s house and finally a slave in a prison.
However, his ability to interpret dreams, at first for Pharaoh’s two officers and later
for Pharaoh himself, reverses his descent and finally helps him to rise from the
position of a foreign slave in prison to be the lord over Egypt, second in power only
after Pharaoh. Joseph’s own dreams come true (at least partially) when his brothers
come to bow themselves down before him in their trip to Egypt to buy food during
the famine. Hiding his identity, Joseph begins a series of accusations of spying and of
theft against his brothers until Judah offers himself as a slave in place of Benjamin.
Joseph then reveals himself and reassures them with two famous theological
declarations in 45.5-8 and 50.19-20, which most readers (ancient or modem,
historical-critical or literary scholars) consider as the governing centre for
interpreting or uniting the whole Joseph story, a centre upon which a doctrine of

divine providence is firmly grounded.’

* Frederick E. Greenspahn in his book, When Brothers Dwell Together: The Preeminence of
Younger Siblings in the Hebrew Bible (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994), offers an extensive
discussion on the opposition of younger versus elder in Genesis.

® E.g. Walter A. Brueggemann, Genesis (Interpretation; Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1986),
p. 290, considers Joseph’s claims in these two passages as ‘the major theological statements which
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The portraits of Joseph given by readers, ancient or modern, are obviously not

homogeneous. Despite the diversity of opinions on various details of Joseph’s words
and deeds, favourable and positive evaluations of his character on the whole
outnumber negative ones. Those who are well aware of human complexity and prefer
a more rounded figure would nevertheless tend to consider his vices in the end to be
overshadowed by his virtues. While the time he spends in years of captivity (chapters
39-41) generally elicits admiration from readers for his integrity and endurance, his
behaviour towards his brothers both at the beginning of the conflict (chapter 37) and
in the long and tortuous test (chapters 42-44) casts a shadow on his portrait. But for
some readers his final disclosure of identity without exacting revenge mitigates, if not
obliterates, the impression of his previous harsh treatment of the brothers. And his
consolation of his brothers’ fear with the revelation of divine providence also gives
an impression of his growth in maturity and sensitivity. Whatever defects (real or
apparent) Joseph previously had, his reconciliation with his brothers and his
recognition of divine providence in their shared past seems to give him a favourable

portrait in the end.

2. Divine Intention overriding human intention

Therefore, the overall and final evaluation of Joseph’s character hinges crucially on
the responses of readers to his final theological claims in 45.4-8 and 50.19-20. The

final portrait of Joseph will be utterly shattered if his claims can be proved to be

interpret the entire narrative’, and he also makes it clear that the narrator shares Joseph's viewpoint,
‘In these two places only does the narrator make obvious the programmatic claim that God's
leadership, though hidden, is the real subject of the narrative’; Claus Westermann, Genesis 37-50: A
Commentary, p. 251, ‘Joseph’s words... meant to bring together the whole event from the beginning to
end. It is God's action that gives unity to the whole course of happenings. All passages... are to be
brought into synthesis under this key sentence... [which] covers the whole structure that determines
the Joseph narrative’; Robert E. Longacre, Joseph: A Story of Divine Providence (Winona Lake, IN:
Eisenbrauns, 1989), pp. 42-43, deduces from Joseph’s remarks here a macrostructure, ‘the overall
plan and global purpose of a story’, which in this case is the divine providence revealed by Joseph,
which can scrve as ‘an (explanatory) control’ in the composition and interpretation of the Joseph
story; Gerhard von Rad, Genesis: A Commentary (ir. John H. Marks, revised edition; London: SCM
Press, 1972), p. 438, ‘It is truc that the passages in which Joseph really speaks about God have
programmatic significance for the interpretation of the narrative as a whole’; George W. Coats, From
Canaan to Egypt: Structural and Theological Context for the Joseph Story, pp. 90-91, considers that
Joscph's statement of God's purpose to prescrve a remnant for them not only explains the tragedics
within the Joseph’s story, but goes beyond it to the entire Pentatcuch and ‘ties directly with the
promisc to the patriarchs for a great progeny’; Donald A. Seybold, ‘Paradox and Symmetry in the
Joseph Narrative’, p. 71, remarks that ‘the controlling deep structure of the entire narrative’ is, as
rcvczlilcd by Joseph, ‘the whole paradoxical purposc of his “dcath™ as God's way of preserving the
family’,
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problematic in the light of the textual evidence in the narrative. While other details of
his words and behaviour are constantly subjected to questioning, his claim of divine
providence has never been seriously challenged in a detailed way. John Rogerson in
his article ‘Can a Doctrine of Providence be based on the Old Testament?’’ begins
his discussion by quoting Joseph’s words and then he moves on to argue against the
view that ‘God is believed [by the OT writers] to be leading all history to a definite
goal according to a fixed plan’.” In his view, Joseph’s words here have been seen as
the ‘classical’ passages for a belief in divine providence. However, after his initial
quotation, his discussion makes no attempt to study Joseph’s claim within the context

of the Joseph story.

Donald Redford stages a more direct assault on Joseph’s claim of an underlying
divine plan. Joseph’s claim of divine ‘preconceived design’ is accused of rendering
human motivation ‘trivial’, human effort ‘needless’ and human passion ‘pointless’.
Apart from his sarcastic remark that ‘God had manipulated the principals of the
drama like so many marionettes’, Redford has not contested Joseph’s claim in any
details.” W. Lee Humphreys counters Redford’s version of the Joseph story as a
‘grand puppet show staged by a divine puppeteer’ by affirming that the ‘claims of
God’s providential design working around and through the tug and pull of the life of

this family are not allowed to blunt human freedom and responsibility for the

exercise of that freedom in this novella’.' Therefore, the usual reaction to Redford’s

7 John W. Rogerson, ‘Can a Doctrine of Providence Be Based on the OT?', in Ascribe to the
Lord: Biblical & Other Essays in Memory of Peter C. Craigie (ed. Lyle M. Eslinger and Glen. Taylor,
JSOTSup, 67; Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1988), pp. 529-43.

® Rogerson, ‘Can a Doctrine of Providence Be Based on the OT?', p. $35. According to
Rogerson, this notion of divine providence has been held in Old Testament scholarship since the first
half of the nincteenth century when the concept of ‘history as an organic, unfolding process directed
by God towards a goal’ (p. 5§37) has been commonly accepted. But Rogerson thinks that the OT
writers ‘could not have had a conception of history as a totality or as a process’ (p. S41).

? Donald B. Redford, A Study of the Biblical Story of Joseph, p. 74. Redford considers Joseph's
claim (both in 45.5f and 50.15({f) as ‘denigrating to the story as a whole' (cf. pp. 74, 104). Gerhard
von Rad, ‘The Joseph Narrative and Ancient Wisdom®, in The Problem of the Hexateuch and Other
Essays (tr. E.W. Trueman Dicken; Edinburgh/London: Oliver and Boyd, 1965), p. 298, also considers
that Joseph’s claim poses a danger in portraying ‘the purposes of God as altogether hidden,
incomprehensible and unfathomable’.

W, Lee Humphreys, Joseph and His Family: A Literary Study (Columbia: University of South
Carolina Press, 1988), p. 128. Coats, From Canaan to Egypt, p. 90, interprets Joseph’s word not as
saying that ‘God pulled the string for the brothers® plot against Joseph’, but rather as relating all those
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charge of God’s manipulation of human affairs is to insist that Joseph’s claim does

not exclude human freedom and responsibility. Gordon Wenham emphasised that the
relationship between the two is a ‘theological mystery’ and ‘ultimately beyond
human comprehension’, but both are true and strongly affirmed by the Joseph story

and the rest of Scripturc."

For many readers, Joseph’s poles of divine providence and human action are
constantly in tension. They are, in von Rad’s words, ‘ultimately very unyielding side
by side’.'* Neither of them can be excluded or neglected. However they are also not
equal terms. The former is always privileged over the latter.”® This hierarchy is easily
detectable in the words being used by many readers to relate these two poles. For
example, ‘God’s overall action has subsumed the brothers’ evil action";14 ‘God’s
overruling of human affairs’;"” “The overriding power of God’s rule’.'® This concept
of God’s overriding power tries to maintain both God’s ultimate power and human
responsibility. But the former always easily overpowers the latter. Von Rad is aware
of this danger. He comments, “This rule of God for the salvation of men continuously
permeates all realms of life and includes even man’s evil by making the plans of the
human heart serve divine purposes, without hindering them or excusing them’. By his

phrase, ‘without hindering or excusing’ human evil, von Rad asserts human

past tragedies to the coming event of preservation of the family of Jacob.

"' Gordon J. Wenham, Genesis 16-50 (Word Biblical Commentary; Dallas, TX: Word Books,
1994), p. 432.

'* Von Rad, Genesis, p. 432.

' Derrida, Positions, n. 41, states that ‘in a classical philosophical opposition we are not dealing
with the peaceful coexistence of a vis-d-vis, but rather with a violent hierarchy. One of the two terms
governs the other (axiologically, logically, etc.), or has the upper hand.’

" Claus Westermann, Genesis 37-50: A Commentary, p. 251. However, Westermann does not
think that Joseph’s words explicitly speak of God’s providence which ‘could only be described as a
reflective conclusion from what has been said’ (p. 143).

'* Wenham, Genesis 16-50, p. 432. Samuel R. Driver, The Book of Genesis (London: Methuen,
10th ed., 1916), p. 397, comments that ‘he has no intention of exacting vengeance for actions which,
however intended, have been overruled by God’s providence for good'; John Skinner, Genesis
(International Critical Commentary; Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 2nd ed., 1994), p. 487, *Joscph
reassurcs them by pointing out the providential purpose which had overruled their crime for good’.

' Brueggemann, Genesis, p. 294.
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responsibility. But immediately, he confesses, ‘this all-sufficiency of divine
sovereignty makes human action almost irrelevant’.!’ The human action becomes
insignificant before the privileged divine one. The divine sovereignty will inevitably
swallow the human action without a trace. Therefore, Brueggemann declares, ‘the
ways of God are at work, regardless of human attitudes or actions... This story takes a
high view of God, so high that human action is declared irrelevant’, ‘God’s way will

triumph without the contribution of any human actor, including even Joseph

himself”.'®

Laurence Turner in his book Announcements of Plot in Genesis tries to address
this problem by emphasising the human factor, He first gives an insightful analysis of
all announcements in Genesis and concludes that most, if not all of them, have hardly
been fulfilled in a straightforward and literal way as most readers believe. For
example, the promise of progeny/nationhood to Abraham does not enjoy spectacular
success; by the end of Genesis, the promise of land possession remains a promise; the
command to Abraham to ‘be a blessing’ is an almost unmitigated disaster; and
Jacob’s lordship over his brothers is simply negated.'” Turner explains the reasons

behind the frustration of providence and concludes:

divine providence is essentially ‘reciprocal’; that is, the degree of success it enjoys
is related to the type of activity humans engage in when responding to its dictates.
While it may succeed in reaction to human opposition, or in sympathy with human
inability or despite apathy, it cannot be {fulfilled if humanity attempts to take matters
into its own hand. Such human strategics lead to the frustration of providence.”

It is in expounding the Joseph story that Tumer best explains his ‘formula’
concerning the reciprocal nature of divine providence: ‘human attempts to frustrate

the Announcements tend to fulfill them; human attempts to fulfill the

Announcements tend to frustrate them’.?' According to his interpretation, in spite of

‘" Von Rad, Genesis, p. 438.

'* Brueggemann, Genesis, pp. 289, 292.

'» Laurence A. Tumner, Announcements of Plot in Genesis, pp. 175-76.

Turner, Announcements of Plot in Genesis, p. 169.

' Turner, Announcements of Plot in Genesis, p. 179.
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the attempt by his brothers to frustrate his dreams and in spite of Joseph’s own
‘apathy’ towards them, the first dream of his brothers bowing before him comes to
fruition. The second dream (the obeisance of his parents) is not fulfilled because
‘Joseph tries to make it happen through his playing God with his f:-.unily’....:"2 Human
activity plays a part in determining the outcome of the divine plan. Tumner, therefore,
warns us not to take Joseph’s speeches in 45.5 and 50.20 as the ‘predestinarian’
model, as stating that God’s plans succeed regardless of any human activity; nor
should it be taken as the ‘marionette’ model commented on by Redford. Instead of
the ‘overriding’ model of divine providence, Turner offers us a ‘reciprocal’ model
that balances divine providence and human activity. In Tumer’s view there are three
types of action which will affect the outcome of God’s plan. Both the attempt to
frustrate and the apathetic inactivity will bring about (or even will speed) the
fulfilment of God’s plan. The third kind of action is the attempt to fulfil God’s plan.
The first action is not recommended, even if it may speed God’s plan, because it is an
evil action. The third type of action is not good in Turner’s view because humanity

should not attempt ‘to take matters into its own hands’ and try ‘to force the issue’.”

The problem of Tumer’s proposal becomes evident when he advocates that the
proper human attitude and activity to divine announcement are ‘apathy’, ‘forgetting’,
‘[being] in a state of not caring’, ‘unquestioning, passive obedience’, ‘resigning’
oneself, ‘apathetic inactivity’, and being in a ‘passive’ phase.” What is apathetic
inactivity? Is it really a type of activity? Turner has just demonstrated that human
action can affect the outcome of the divine plan; he then advocates human non-action
as the best response to the divine plan. He condemns Redford’s ‘marionette’ model
but his understanding of the teaching of the Joseph story in effect advises readers to
act as marionettes. He is against a ‘high view of divine providence’ in theory, but he

is for it in practice.” The problem of divine providence and human responsibility

2 Turner, Announcements of Plot in Genesis, p. 163.
2 Turner, Announcements of Plot in Genesis, p. 169.
* Turner, Announcements of Plot in Genesis, pp. 164, 165, 178, 179.

£ Turner, Announcements of Plot in Genesis, p. 182.
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remains.

My strategy of reading is via a different route. Instead of discussing the
relationship between divine action and human action, I try to scrutinise the
underlying oppositions (chains of oppositions) behind Joseph’s claim. I want to see
whether his claim can be sustained by his adopted oppositions. When Joseph
proclaims, ‘You meant evil, but God meant it for good’, I do not confront his claim
directly. I will take a detour through the evil of his brothers to deconstruct his claim

about divine good.

B. Pit as a symbol of death or slavery

Once the brothers see Joseph afar off and before he comes near, they are not only
quick in deciding to kill him but the way of the subsequent cover-up is also already

chosen. Their plot to get rid of this master-dreamer and his dreams involves three
stages: killing, throwing him into a pit (113)® to hide their crime, and fabricating an

accident in which he is devoured by a wild beast.

Reuben’s words, ‘Let us not take his life; shed no blood’ (37.21-22), break up
the consensus about the killing, and only the second stage - that of throwing Joseph
Into a pit - is allowed to proceed. Reuben’s intervention turns the pit into a temporary
refuge instead of the grave they intended in their original plot.®” Seybold rightly
notes that the pit serves an important symbolic role: standing ‘ambiguously between
freedom and death’, it is ‘the place where Joseph is both condemned and saved’ and
‘becomes a paradox central to the story’s outcome and meaning’.” The pit as

grave/refuge repeats itself in Joseph's further descent, as Seybold summarises:

The pit itsclf prefigures his enslavement in Potiphar’s houschold and his
incarceration in the prison. Both the enslavement and the incarceration, like the pit,
arc first ambiguous and finally paradoxical events. Each step is a movement
downward in the relative fortunes of Joseph; it is better to be the favored son than

% Sce Gen. 37.20, 22, 24, 28-29

! Seybold, ‘Paradox and Symmetry in the Joscph Narrative', p. 61, describes the pit (later the
prison) as ‘a refuge which allows Joseph's life to be preserved’.

" Seybold, ‘Paradox and Symmetry in the Joseph Narrative’, pp. 61, 64.
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the favored slave, better to be the favored slave than the favored prisoncr.”

The eldest brother’s attempt to save and restore Joseph to his father is frustrated
by Judah. He also appeals to the brothers to avoid murder and suggests that the
selling of Joseph into slavery to the Midianite traders is a more profitable way to get
rid of this dreamer. And Joseph then ends up in Potiphar’s house which functions as a
pit for him, a place where he finally escapes fratricide. But the temporary loss of

freedom in the pit becomes permanent slavery in Potiphar’s house.

Joseph’s downfall continues when Potiphar’s wife falsely accuses him of
attempted rape. His master is angry and puts him in another house, the house of
prison (197 N'3). The seriousness of the crime seems to demand a more severe

punishment than imprisonment. Within Genesis, the rapist Shechem perishes with all
the male population in his city.*” The lighter sentence may indicate that Potiphar is
not convinced of Joseph's guilt.’! As an accused slave, Joseph is unlikely to be able

to defend himself. But his master can be seen to be kind enough to spare his life.

Reuben, Judah and Potiphar in different ways and in various degrees help Joseph

to escape from death, However, the alternative to death is the loss of freedom:

temporarily in the pit (M3), permanently in Potiphar’s house (N*3) and finally in the
prison (1197 N°3). When Joseph later pleads with the chief butler to remember to
get him out of this house (N'3), he uses the word pit (M3) to describe the prison
(40.14-15).>* The phrase 7121 1*2™ is normally used for prison in this story. But

the narrator temporarily adopts Joseph’s perception in using the same word T3 for

29 Seybold, ‘Paradox and Symmetry in the Joseph Narrative’, pp. 62-63.

* In hearing the news of Shechem'’s rape, Jacob's sons are also very angry (i1711, 34.7), the same
word used to describe Potiphar’s anger (39.19).

1 Cf. Westermann, Genesis 37-50; A Commentary, p. 67; Wenham, Genesis 16-50, p. 377,
however, von Rad, Genesis, pp. 366-367, ascribes Joseph’s escape from death solely due to God’s
protection, as expressed in the statement ‘the Lord was with Joseph’ in the next verse as.

¥ Cf. Westermann, Genesis 37-50: A Commentary, p. 88.

P See Gen, 39.20, 21, 22, 23; 40.3, 5; the other alternative is W3 (42.17) or W3TH N2
(40.3,4, 7, 10; 42.19).
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prison when he is finally taken out of it by Pharaoh (41.14).** The painful experience
of being thrown into a pit has a long lasting effect on Joseph’s memory. Avivan
Zornberg depicts succinctly the experience of the pit as ‘the informing 1mage’ of

Joseph’s life:

For the essential fact of his life is that he is a man who was thrown into a pit, into
one of many pits, into more than one.”

The pit prefigures a series of alternatives in the affliction which Joseph suffers
under the hand of others: grave/refuge at Reuben’s hand, death/slavery at Judah’s
hand, death/imprisonment at Potiphar’s hand. Each pair is imposed on Joseph by
others. There are alternatives for him but he has no choice. He is always at the mercy
of others’ decisions. Joseph is forced to face two equally unpleasant alternatives and
this is clearly and explicitly expressed in Judah’s persuasive argument to his brothers

concerning Joseph’s fate:

Then Judah said to his brothers, ‘What profit is it if we slay our brother and conceal

his blood? Come, let us sell him to the Ishmaclites, and let not our hand be upon
him, for he is our brother, our own flesh.’ And his brothers heeded him (37.26-27).

To slay or to sell: Judah presents two courses of action to his brothers. At the
same time he also condemns Joseph to two possible fates: death or slavery. Besides
the material gain, Judah has a moral reason to advocate the latter alternative. Judah’s
mention of concealing blood and of their hand being upon their brother clearly refers
to the first murder in Gen. 4.10-11, ‘The voice of your brother’s blood is crying to me
from the ground... which has opened its mouth to receive your brother’s blood from
your hand’. The shedding of blood is punished by death as required by God (Gen.
9.6). Therefore, murder is to be avoided if at all possible, especially murder of one’s

own brother.

When Seybold comments that enslavement and imprisonment are ‘less

destructive than the alternative of death’, he may very well be reflecting what Judah

* Cf. Avivan Gottlicb Zomberg, Genesis: The Beginning of Desire (Philadelphia: Jewish
Publication Society, 1995), pp. 290-91.

3 Zornberg, Genesis: The Beginning of Desire, p. 290.
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has in his mind by ‘saving’ Joseph from death by selling him into slavery.’® He also
reckons that, as a slave, Joseph’s ‘circumstances and position are quite tolerable™’
because he is soon promoted to oversee others in Potiphar’s house or in prison.38 But
the escape from death does not render the other alternative, i.e. slavery or
imprisonment, any less painful for Joseph. His years of suffering begin at the pit,
stripped of his robe, crying and pleading in distress from below without being heeded
by the brothers who can still sit down to eat.>® The next time he is in the pit (prison),
he again pleads in vain to ask the chief butler to get him out. Joseph’s descent begins

at the pit and ends finally at another pit (prison).

Given the chance to recount his past, he cannot forget the two momentous
junctures of his life: ‘For I was indeed stolen out of the land of the Hebrews; and here
also I have done nothing that they should put me into the pir’ (40.15). James
Ackerman accurately observes that ‘Joseph is linking his brothers’ betrayal with his
imprisonment, so that the memory of his suffering is doubly tied to the pit’.*’ The
image of the pit epitomises the long years of Joseph’s enslavement and imprisonment
in Egypt. Therefore, Joseph would probably be the first to object to the monstrous
and atrocious idea suggested by Judah: better to be a slave than to be slain! In

concealing their crime, the brothers lead their father to believe that Joseph is eaten by

an evil beast (Y7 7' (37.20, 33). They indeed have become evil beasts.

% Seybold, ‘Paradox and Symmetry in the Joseph Narrative’, p. 63.
7 Seybold, ‘Paradox and Symmetry in the Joseph Narrative’, p. 61.

* Seybold, ‘Paradox and Symmetry in the Joseph Narrative’, pp. 62, 63, notes that ‘Joseph has
managed to gain dominance in every situation he had encountered even though his progress has been
marked by diminishing freedom from that of favorite son, to trusted servant, to favored prisoner’. And
he is seen as ‘a favorite of the head of the household (Jacob, Potiphar, prison-keeper) over others like
himself, whether brothers, slaves or prisons; and he is in a position of dominance over the others,
whether he is checking on his brothers for his father (37.12-14), presiding over the other slaves for
Potiphar (39.4-5), or oversecing the other prisoners (39.21-23)".

* Robert Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative, p. 166, notes this ‘delayed exposition® of Joseph's
pleading in distress in Gen. 37, revealed to us in Gen. 42.21, is employed to compound the brothers’
guilt. I think that the revelation of Joseph's past painful feclings at the beginning of the test also hints
at the close relationship between Joseph's bitter memory and the long ordeal he is going to put his
brothers through.

“ James S. Ackerman, ‘Joseph, Judah, and Jacob’, in Literary Interpretations of Biblical
Narratives (ed. Kenneth R.R. Gros Louis and James S. Ackerman; Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1982),
vol. 2, p. 90.



Chapter 1 20

C. Joseph repeats what he has condemned

Now the famine brings his brothers before him, bowing down with their faces to the
ground, as his dreams predicted. His memory of the past resurfaces. Of course he
remembers his dreams and ‘is struck by the way past dreams have tumned into present
fact’,'’ but the long ordeal he puts his brothers through indicates that he also

remembers the suffering inflicted by them.

Whether for vengeance or correction, Joseph's test forces the brothers into a
confrontation with their past crime. And in turn it helps Joseph to come to terms with
his own past suffering beyond his initial suppression of it. Joseph falsely accuses the
brothers of spying and demands of them that they bring down their youngest brother
Benjamin. And then he puts them in the prison for three days, ‘forcing them to relive
two separate experiences from the past: his imprisonment by Potiphar, and his being
cast into the pit by his brothers’.** This measure for measure already “clicits the first
words of self-reproach’ by the brothers (432...21-22)..43 After hearing their expression of
guilt, Joseph turns away from them and weeps. But he does not abort the test and
reveal himself to them. The demand for Benjamin goes on until they come back with

him. And the climax of the test is to retain Benjamin as a slave for the theft of the

silver cup.

Realising that the enslavement of Benjamin will be a fatal blow to his father,
Judah steps forward to offer himself in place of Benjamin in order to avoid the
certain death of Jacob. Joseph’s test ironically forces Judah into the same dilemma -
to choose between death or slavery - as he had to ponder twenty-two years ago when
deciding Joseph’s fate. In the preceding case, Judah decided on slavery rather than

death for Joseph; now he chooses slavery for himself instead of death for his father."

‘I Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative, p. 163.
4 Ackerman, ‘Joseph, Judah, and Jacob’, p. 90; cf. Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative, p. 166.
‘3 Sternberg, The Poetics of Biblical Narrative, p. 297.

“ Judah does not focus on the possible suffering of his brother Benjamin as a slave, he rather
repeatedly emphasises the certain death of his father. For Judabh, it is then not really a choice between
slavery for Benjamin or slavery for himself. Judah’s emphasis is a choice between slavery or death,
his own slavery or his father’s dcath.
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The victimiser becomes the victim of his own device. It is not only a retribution for
the crime of selling his brother. It is rather an ironic indictment of Judah’s rationale
behind the crime. Judah’s words, ‘to slay’ or ‘to sell’ (cf. 37.26-27), are denounced in

this reversal of roles brought about by Joseph’s test.

Judah’s impassioned speech prompts Joseph to reveal himself and gives rise to
one of the most important speeches in this story. Joseph declares, ‘And God sent me
before you to preserve for you a remnant on earth, and to keep alive for you many
survivors. So it was not you who sent me here, but God’ (45.7-8a). There is no more
threat of slavery for the brothers and no more danger of death to the father. Joseph
hurries them to bring Jacob and their whole family down to stay near him in Goshen.
When Joseph reveals the ‘divine providence’ after the brothers pass his test, many
readers consider that ‘the Joseph story has reached its climax and is winding down’,
and the rest of the text returns to focus on the larger story of Jacob (his move to
Egypt, the blessings to his sons and finally his death and burial).* J oseph’s speech in
50.15-21 only repeats the same claim from a slightly different pc:rsPccti'w:."’6

Judah’s speech demonstrates that the brothers have repented and no longer treat
their father and his favourite son as they did before. Von Rad gives us an apt

description of this speech: ‘The way the shadow of Joseph, who no longer lives but is

4 Ackerman, ‘Joseph, Judah, and Jacob’, p. 107. Humphreys, Joseph and His Family, pp. 52-33,
comments, ‘The modern reader may find the denouement [45.16-50.22] drawn out, being accustomed
to a rapid wind-up once the climactic resolution of a story is reached’; All the following readers more
or less end their discussion of the Joseph story at the point when Joseph reveals himself to his brothers
in chapter 45 and some of them may include some comments on 50.15-21 too: Stemberg, The Poetics
of Biblical Narrative, p. 308; Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative, p. 175; Seybold, ‘Paradox and
Symmetry in the Joseph Narrative’, p. 72; Peter D. Miscall, ‘The Jacob and Joseph Storics as
Analogies’, p. 38; Turner, Announcements of Plot in Genesis, p. 169; Hugh C. White, Narration and
Discourse in the Book of Genesis (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1991), p. 271; Coats,
From Canaan to Egypt, p. 46, also ends the dénouement at Joseph’s speech in 45.4-11, but he

concludes the story with the discussion of Jacob’s move from Canaan to Egypt, the primary structure
of the story.

- Humphreys, Joseph and His Family, p. 52, remarks, ‘But whereas in chapter 45 Joseph's words
centred on his own power and position in Egypt and were at the heart of his words about divine
design, this time he clearly acknowledges that he is not in a position he has appcared to assume for
some time. He is not in the place of God’. I think that both speeches equally stress the same divine
design. When Joseph first reveals himself in chapter 45, he has to explain his role to his brothers in
this divine design, When the brothers later are worrying about their evil deed to him, Joseph’s speech
rcassures them of their roles in God's design, ‘you meant evil against me, but God meant it for good'
(50.20). Joseph says that he is not in a position to return evil against them beyond God’s intention, but
he probably docs not have any sclf-doubt about ‘his own power and position in Egypt’. It is God who
has made him lord over Egypt; his authority is not of his own making, as he claims carlier.
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present, lies across the speech and is revealed more and more as the really troubling
factor, is particularly moving. Because Joseph is gone, Jacob does not want to let
Benjamin go; because Joseph is gone, the loss of the second favourite son would
inevitably destroy the father. Again and again the thought returns to this one dark
point (vv. 20, 28)."" The one who once ‘engineered the selling of Joseph into
slavery’ is now ‘prepared to offer himself as a slave so that the other son of Rachel
can be left free’.*® Moreover, the brothers are seen by many readers as finally coming
to terms with the reality of their father’s persistent favouritism towards the two sons
of Rachel.*’ The reconciliation scene ends with a disclosure by Joseph ‘that it is God
who has singled him out for greatness as the instrument of His providential design to
preserve the seed of Israel’.’’ The way Joseph treats his brothers in his test has

encountered some criticisms,”" but his final claim about divine providence is almost

‘7 Von Rad, Genesis, p. 394.
“ Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative, p. 175.

“ Sternberg, The Poetics of Biblical Narrative, p. 308, remarks ‘that the sons of the hated wife
should have come to terms with the father's attachment to Rachel (“*my wife™) and her children is
enough to promisc an end to hostilities and a fresh start’. And ‘it surely manifests nothing short of a
transformation from subnormal to abnormal solidarity’; Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative, pp. 174-
135, gives us a rather peculiar concept of love, ‘A basic biblical perception about both human relations
and rclations between God and man is that love is unpredictable, arbitrary, at times perhaps seemingly
unjust, and Judah now comes to an acceptance of that fact with all its consequences... It is a painful
rcality of favouritism with which Judah, in contrast to the carlier jealousy over Joseph, is here
reconciled, out of filial duty and more, out of filial love’; Humphreys, Joseph and His Family, pp. 48-
49, notes, ‘Judah’s speech reveals that profound changes have taken place in the brothers, that they
have changed in their very acceptance of what will not change and what they cannot change. Their
father will love one son more than the other; love is not nicely balanced, and its disproportion can
result in pain and insensitivity. But even one who loves in an excess that must result in imbalances
and pain can be understood, and must be loved, for through this love runs ties that bind sons to
father,’

* Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative, p. 176.

> Humphreys, Joseph and His Family, pp. 128, 129, remarks, ‘The end is a family preserved
alive, but the course was in significant respects brutal® and ‘Joseph neced not have... carried tales,
boasts of his dreams, let alone toyed with his brothers later when they in tumn fall into his hands’. But
later Humphreys argues, on the other hand, that the ‘utter disharmony' among brothers neceds
‘extreme measures’ to heal it (p. 181); Miscall, ‘The Jacob and Joscph Stories as Analogies’, p. 34,
quoting from Coats, condemns Joseph forthrightly: ‘He is a ruthless, arbitrary despot in this part of the
narrative’, Cf, Coats, From Canaan to Egypt, pp. 82-84; Coats accuses Joseph of concemning himself
‘to maintain his office of power’ in deception and in moving ‘his brothers like pawns on a chess
board’ (p. 88); Wenham, Genesis 16-50, pp. 431-32, dismisscs these criticisms and argues, ‘though
Joscph may have appeared the heartless foreign tyrant to his brothers, the narrator makes it plain that
this is not the way he views Joseph's actions nor the view Joseph had of himself. In dealing with his
brothers Joseph was deliberately putting on a hard front, which he could only maintain by sometimes
withdrawing to weep (42.24; 43.30), and when at last he is convinced of their change of heart, he
weeps freely over them (45.1-2, 14-15)." Turner, Announcements of Plot in Genesis, p. 158-59,
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universally accepted.’

The brothers have struggled to come to terms with the guilt of casting their
brother into a pit, into an unknown and dreadful fate. Being uncertain of what the
foreign vizier will do to them, they have been forced to endure the constant fear of
death or slavery. Now they have repented and Joseph has revealed to them his
identity and ‘God’s providence’, i.e. God has got him out of the pits and has caused
him to ascend to rule over Egypt in order to protect his family and other people from
the coming years of famine. The Joseph story comes to an end and no further major

complication seems to be forthcoming until we hear the voices of anguish:

all the Egyptians came to Joseph, and said, ‘Give us food; why should we die before
your ¢yes?’

they came to him the following year, and said to him, ‘We will not hide from my
lord that our money is all spent; and the herds of cattle are my lord’s; there is
nothing left in the sight of my lord but our bodies and our lands. Why should we die
before your eyes, both we and our land? Buy us and our land for food, and we with

objects not only to Joseph's manner but to the necessity of his test. He disagrees with Westermann's
claim that a severe long trial is required for true reconciliation. And he argues that the analogous
situation to that of Esau in chapter 33 ‘shows that testing, trial and confession are not a necessary
route to reconciliation. Esau has shown a better way.” Cf. Westermann, Genesis 37-50; A
Commentary, p. 107.

** Von Rad, Genesis, p. 398, also remarks, ‘ultimately it was not the brothers® hate but God who
brought Joseph to Egypt and moreover “to preserve life™’; Ackerman, ‘Joseph, Judah, and Jacob’, p.
106, notes, ‘And the purposc of it all, Joscph now sees, is “God sent me before you to preserve life™’.
Sce also Wenham, Genesis 16-50, p. 432; Seybold, ‘Paradox and Symmetry in the Joseph Narrative’,
p. 71; John Calvin, A Commentary on Genesis (tr. John King; London: Banner of Truth Trust, 196J),
vol. 2, p. 379; Skinner, Genesis, p. 487; Driver, Genesis, p. 361; Eric 1. Lowenthal, The Joseph
Narrative in Genesis (New York: Ktav Publishing House, 1973), p. 104; Westermann, Genesis 37-50:
A Commentary, p. 143, does not think Joseph’s word here is speaking directly about God’s
providence; Joseph speaks only to calm his brothers® fear. Nevertheless, Westermann accepts that
such an explanation can be derived from what has been said. The following readers question the way
Joseph treats his brothers, but they have no objection to Joseph’s final claim: Coats, From Canaan to
Egypt, pp. 90-91; Humphreys, Joseph and His Family, p. 1285, states, ‘this family’s story must be
comprehended within a larger divine design, and the design is one that seeks to preserve life’; Tumner,
Announcements of Plot in Genesis, does not dispute Joseph's claims in 45.5 and 50.20 but argues that
they should not be taken as ‘predestinarian theologoumena’. He only condemns Joseph's attempt to
fulfil God’s plan in his own way. Turner is rathcr happy to see Joseph remain apathetic (cf. p. 164)
and let his dreams of the bowing down of his brothers and parents before him be fulfilled in their own
way; Miscall, ‘The Jacob and Joseph Stories as Analogies’, pp. 31, 34, draws a clear distinction
between the narrator, characters and the reader and rightly points out that Joseph's claim ‘tells much
of Joseph’s character and his development in theological awareness, but it does not necessarily say
that God did actually intervene in the past events’. He further reminds us that neither the narrator nor
God appear in the narrative to confirm Joseph's interpretation. However, Miscall does not contest
Joscph’s claim and later he even indirectly accepts its validity when he stresses, ‘the endings are in
accord with the divine plan and promises’. Only Redford, A Study of the Biblical Story of Joseph, pp.
74, 104, considers that Joseph's revelation of the underlying divine plan is ‘unavoidably denigrating
to the story as a whole’, making all human actions in the plot of the story ‘trivial’, ‘ncedless’,
‘pointless’ and ‘pitiable’.
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our land will be slaves to Pharaoh; and give us seed, that we may live, and not die,
and that the land may not be desolate.’ (47.15-19)

What the Egyptians are bawling out to Joseph is loud and clear: death or slavery!

The Egyptians offer their bodies for food, their land for seed, their freedom for life,

opting for slavery rather than death. Such a dreadful choice has been uttered only

twice 1n this story, both in reference to Judah: his imposition of ‘to slay’ or ‘to sell’

upon Joseph in chapter 37; and his imploring, forced upon him by Joseph’s test, to
take Benjamin’s place as a slave to avoid the death of his father in chapter 44. The

contrast is clear. A whole nation of people is echoing the voice of a single person.”

Surprisingly, the voices of the Egyptians have attracted little attention from most

readers who have devoted their studies to the Joseph story.”* Even Ackerman and
Seybold, who have specifically focused on the theme of death or slavery in their

articles,” do not mention the plight of the Egyptians at all. Other readers marginalize

’57 ,58

this section as a later ‘appendage’,”® being ‘extrancous

and ‘anomalous’” to the

> Berel Dov Lerner, ‘Joseph the Unrighteous’, Judaism: A Quarterly Journal of Jewish Life and
Thought 38 (1989), p. 278, suggests the Torah is critical of Joseph’s relief policy to the Egyptians and
comments, ‘It is with great pathos that the Torah gives voice to the pleadings of the Egyptians’.

>4 Discussing the theme of being a blessing, both Clines and Turner have a brief passing comment
on the death or slavery alternative to the Egyptians. David J.A. Clines, What Does Eve Do to Help?
And Other Readerly Questions to the Old Testament (JSOTSup, 94; Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1990), p.
58, notes, ‘Joseph’s plan is of course a blessing only if one would rather be a live slave than a dead
peasant’; Turner, Announcements of Plot in Genesis, p. 172, states, ‘Joseph’s relationship to the

Egyptians 1s more complex. Through his agricultural policy Joseph does save the lives of the
Egyptians, but does so at a price - their enslavement (47.13ff.).’

? Ackerman, ‘Joseph, Judah, and Jacob’, p. 90, notes, ‘the brothers in the prison/pit contemplate
the prospect of death or slavery - just as Joseph had earlier sat in their pit awaiting death’. See also his
similar remarks, pp. 91, 93, 99; Seybold, ‘Paradox and Symmetry in the Joseph Narrative’, p. 63,
states, ‘While being a slave or a prisoner is destructive to the individual, each is finally less destructive
than the alternative of death which Joseph faces from his brothers and from Potiphar’.

*® Westermann, Genesis 37-50: A Commentary, p. 173. 1 do not object to Westermann’s claim that

this section may be an independent unit before incorporation into the story; I will only argue against
his claim that it has no function in the narrative span of the Joseph story.

>’ Redford, A Study of the Biblical Story of Joseph, p. 180, sees this ‘Agrarian Reform’ (together
with the narrative of Potiphar’s wife in chapter 39) as ‘extraneous to the plot of the Joseph story’;

Coats, From Canaan to Egypt, p. 53, also remarks that ‘the unit appears to me to be isolated and
extraneous to the overall story’.

> Skinner, Genesis, p. 499, considers that this section, dealing ‘with matters purely Egyptian and

without interest for the national history of Israel, occupies an anomalous position among the Joseph-
narratives’.
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plot of the Joseph story. Westermann asserts that ‘what is narrated here has no

function in the narrative span of the story’>” other than the aetiological function®’

about the introduction of the one-fifth tax in Egypt (cf. 47.26).

Those who are interested in this section focus mainly on Joseph’s agrarian policy
and tax reform, and the voices of the people are heard but become insignificant.
Sometimes the single voice of a protagonist can easily drown the voices of a great
multitude of anonymous people. Von Rad best represents this kind of perception as
he remarks, ‘the narrator’s interest is fixed rather exclusively on Joseph and his
activity. His partner, the hungering and despairing people, is rather anonymously
colourless and becomes concrete for the reader only in so far as it was necessary to

clarify a new phase of Joseph’s activity against this background."61

I strongly disagree that Joseph’s treatment of the Egyptians plays no role in the
plot of this story. In a larger textual context, this section should be seen as the proper

conclusion to Pharaoh’s dreams and their interpretation by Joseph beginning at

chapter 41. Joseph is appointed to oversee the gathering of food in the good years so
that the land may not perish through the famine (41.34-36) as he has advised. And
when the famine begins, the people of Egypt and all the earth come to Joseph for
food (41.53-57). The narrator then focuses exclusively on Joseph’s encounter with
his family and the reunion after his test (42.1 - 47.12). After a long detour, the

: : . 062
narrator resumes 1n order to conclude Joseph’s proposed plan of famine relief.

It is the ‘unexpected’ meeting between Joseph and his brothers that interrupts the

% Westermann, Genesis 37-50: A Commentary, p. 173. Coats, From Canaan to Egypt, p. 53,
notes, “This section of narration [an aetiology for a perpetual tax system] makes no real contribution

to the Joseph story’; Brueggemann, Genesis, p. 356, also remarks, ‘The narrative of 47.13-26 is
interwoven with the Jacob materials but has no relation to them’.

® Coats, From Canaan to Egypt, p. 53 states: ‘the aetiological character sets the unit apart from

the rest of the Joseph story’. Coats has argued consistently for the structural unity of the Joseph story,
but he sees the present unit and chapter 38 as exceptions.

° Von Rad, Genesis, p. 409.

** John H. Sailhamer, The Pentateuch as Narrative (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1992), p. 227,
remarks that ‘the writer’s strategy in inserting the account of Joseph and his brothers (chapters 42-46)
in the midst of the narratives dealing with Joseph’s rise to power in Egypt (chapters 39-41, 47) is to

stress ‘Joseph’s wisdom and administrative skills’ in saving his brothers and the Egyptians in both
accounts,
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narration of his relief programme. Joseph has been very successful in Potiphar’s
house and the prison house, but no detail of his work is given then. Pharaoh’s dreams
give us a chance to see how well he works. What relief programme does he propose?
Is it acceptable to Pharach and to the people? Finally, how does it fare in the end?
This section concludes Joseph’s relief plan, and it cannot be seen as an appendage

unrelated to the main plot of the story and without consequence to Joseph’s portrayal.

In the immediate context, the narrator clearly juxtaposes the opposite treatments
received by Joseph’s family (47.12, 27-28) and the Egyptians (47.13-26). Humphreys
calls it a ‘nice counterpoint’; ® I would rather call it a stark contrast.”* Provisions and
the best part of the land are freely given to Joseph’s family (47.6, 11), and they
become fruitful and multiply exceedingly (47.27). In contrast, the Egyptians barely
survive, and all their wealth, land and freedom are gone forever.”” Favouring one’s
own 1n this story should not surprise us because both Joseph’s test and Judah’s
response depend on the acceptance of their father’s favouritism towards his two
beloved sons. In this aspect, the text has prepared us well for the way Joseph will
behave in human relationships. Apparently a state of despair provokes the Egyptians
to offer slavery for death. Even if this alarms no one else, Joseph should still be
alerted by such an offer. He has suffered years of affliction because his brothers
decided on slavery instead of death for him. In the recent past, his test has
condemned such an offer by forcing Judah himself to make such a dreadful decision
between the two ugly options. One would then expect that he would hesitate about

the Egyptians’ proposal. Astonishingly, he is quick to accept it without showing any

63 Humphreys, Joseph and His Family, p. 54.

* Cf. Victor A. Hurowitz, ] oseph’s Enslavement of the Egyptians (Genesis 47.13-26) in Light of
Famine Texts From Mesopotamia’, RB 101, no. 3 (1994), p. 355.

® Trevor Watt, ‘Joseph’s Dreams’ in Jung and the Interpretation of the Bible, pp. 55-70 (ed.
David L. Miller; New York: Continuum, 1995), p. 69, contrasts Joseph’s preferential treatment of his
family to his ‘land-grab’ policy towards the Egyptians. Brueggemann, Genesis, p. 357, notes an irony,
‘Egyptians suffer in their survival as slaves, Israel pays for its royal position’. The contrast of
treatments has been discussed by many readers, cf. J. Gerald Janzen, Genesis 12-50 (International
Theological Commentary; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1993), p. 178; Mary Savage, ‘Literary Criticism
and Biblical Studies: A Rhetorical Analysis of the Joseph Narrative’, in Scripture in Context: Essays
on the Comparative Method (ed. Carl D. Evans, William W. Hallo and John B. White; Pittsburgh:
Pickwick Press, 1980), p. 96; Joyce G. Baldwin, The Message of Genesis 12-50: From Abraham to
Joseph (The Bible Speaks Today; Leicester: Inter-Varsity Press, 1986), p. 196.



Chapter 1 27

sign of discomfort. The enslaved becomes the enslaver. He who has been sold is

happy to buy others. Joseph is undoing what he has achieved in the long
confrontation with his brothers in chapters 42-44, And in effect, he is duplicating

Judah’s role in chapter 37 by opting for slavery instead of death for other(s). How is
it possible for Joseph to repeat the enslavement he himself has suffered and
abhorred? In answering this question, the key speeches by Judah (chapters 37, 44),
the Egyptians (chapter 47) and Joseph (chapter 45) will be examined in detail. Close

attention must be given to the choice between death and slavery: its emergence, its

development and transformation.

D. Problematic hierarchical oppositions in Joseph’s claim

1. Death or slavery imposition

The 1mposition of the choice between death (to slay) or slavery (to sell) on Joseph is

made clear to the reader by the narrator’s report of Judah’s speech to his brothers:

Then Judah said to his brothers, ‘What profit is it if we slay our brother and conceal
his blood? Come, let us sell him to the Ishmaelites, and let not our hand be upon
him, for he is our brother, our own flesh.” And his brothers heeded him (37.26-27).

The eldest brother Reuben has also earlier pleaded with them not to kill Joseph.
He allows them to throw Joseph into a pit in the hope that he may restore him to his
father later. The brothers’ original plan is to kill Joseph, throwing him into a pit, and
deceiving their father that a wild beast has devoured him (37.20). Reuben’s
Interruption turns the pit from a grave to a temporary prison from where he is ‘stolen’
into slavery.”® The alternative between death and slavery can be traced back
symbolically to the pit. Does Judah know that when he offers himself as a slave to
avoid the certain death of his father, he is falling victim to the same kind of choice he
made about his brother twenty-two years ago? When Judah and his brothers plan to
get rid of Joseph, they of course know that it will hurt their father greatly.
Nevertheless, it seems to surprise them that Jacob would even refuse to be comforted

and say, ‘No, I shall go down to Sheol to my son, mourning’ (37.35). Now they

% 1t is not certain who (the Midianite traders or the brothers) draw Joseph out of the pit and sell
him to the Ishmaelites (37.28). Cf. 40.15.



Chapter 1 28

recognise that slavery for Joseph could mean the possible death of their father.

Some twenty years later, facing the request to bring Benjamin to Egypt, Jacob
reiterates similar words, “You would bring down my grey hairs with sorrow to Sheol’
(42.38). When Joseph threatens to retain Benjamin as a slave, Judah and the brothers
this time surely know that it will result in certain death for their father. Judah’s
pleading to the Egyptian vizier to let Benjamin go home centres squarely on the
certain death of their father. He twice repeats Jacob’s words, ‘bring down my grey
hairs in sorrow to Sheol’ (vv. 29, 31). And Judah also twice spells out the
consequence bluntly without any figure of speech, ‘The lad cannot leave his father,
for if he should leave his father, his father would die (v. 22)’, and ‘when he sees that
the lad is not with us, he will die (v. 31)’. In fact, verse 22 is a recapitulation of the
dialogue in their first meeting. Admittedly, there are always many tactful alterations,
omissions, and additions in all recapitulations in this story.’” Wenham asserts, ‘Judah
slips in more details about the age of Jacob and his attachment to Benjamin. Jacob 1s

“elderly”... and “his father loves him”, indeed “will die” if he does not return.”®

But it is highly probable that Judah has really told the Egyptian vizier about the
threat to Jacob if Benjamin is to leave his father. When the brothers bring Benjamin
with them to Joseph in their second trip, the first word of Joseph to them is an inquiry
about their father’s welfare, ‘Is your father well, the old man of whom you spoke? Is
he still alive?’ (43.27). Here Joseph clearly confirms that they have spoken of his
father as an old man, as Judah recapitulates in 44.19. Joseph’s concern over whether
his father is still alive also gives support to the view that Judah’s reminder of his
father’s frailty without Benjamin is an accurate recapitulation. Furthermore, the

whole argument of Judah is based on a reminder to Joseph that he has been told of

°" Sternberg, The Poetics of Biblical Narrative, p. 297, for example, observes the alterations the
brothers made in reporting their first Egyptian trip to Jacob: ‘the mass arrest gets elided, Simeon’s
detention played down... the reappearance of the money in one load wholly omitted’. See similar

observation by Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative, pp. 168-69; Redford, A Study of the Biblical Story
of Joseph, pp. 83-84.

68 Wenham, Genesis 16-50, p. 426. Westermann, Genesis 37-50: A Commentary, p. 1335, also
considers that the threat of death to Jacob is an addition by Judah. Judah has made an alteration, e.g.

his brother is ‘dead’ instead of ‘no more’ (44.20 cf, 42.13); cf. Lowenthal, The Joseph Narrative in
Genesis, p. 97.
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the possible danger to their old father if Benjamin is to be separated from him. It is

really a kind of rebuke to the Egyptian vizier. Judah’s speech can be paraphrased as

“We have told you so, but you do not believe us!’ Judah is careful enough to prefix it
with a fearful plea to pacify any possible anger. All along he refers to himself as
‘your servant’, but to express his profound emotion, he leaves out this courteous
formula at the end.” Judah words his argument carefully. Even if Joseph 1s so absent-
minded as to forget this or else does not bother to interrupt Judah’s speech at this

cructal moment, as Redford has commented, it is still unthinkable for Judah to risk

his argument by resting on a lie or a false reminder.”

It seems to me that the narrator carefully withholds from us Joseph’s knowledge

about the death threat to his father. Both the brothers and the reader are aware of the
threat. Now the reader is told that Joseph also shares this information all along in his
test which requires them to bring down Benjamin and to allow Joseph to retain him
as a slave. This explains why Joseph shows a keen interest in their father as he earlier
inquires twice, ‘Is your father still alive?’ (43.7, 27). When he reveals his identity, he
repeats the same question, ‘I am Joseph. Is my father still alive?’ (45.3). This delayed
exposition reveals to us Joseph’s own consciousness of using the threat of death
towards his father in order }0 confront his brothers. Joseph may not know that the
brothers have discussed the choice between death and slavery for him. He also may

not be aware of the deadly blow to his father due to his own (:lisappearance:..71 But in

" Westermann, Genesis 37-50: A Commentary, p. 136.

" Redford, A Study of the Biblical Story of Joseph, p. 157, comments, ‘One can appreciate the
motive for Judah’s falsification in the conversation with his father, but would such falsification,
deliberate or not, from the writer’s point of view be appropriate when Judah addressed Joseph? After
all, Joseph was there; he undoubtedly remembered! He could have cut Judah short by hauling out a
transcript and proving that it was the brothers who had, without solicitation from him, given
information about themselves. The mere possibility of such an interruption by Joseph is most
undesirable from the stand-point of plot development, and even debilitating at this crucial point in the
drama. No good author would have introduced an irrelevancy of this magnitude when the resolution
of the plot was imminent.” George W. Savran, Telling and Retelling: Quotation in Biblical Narrative
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1988), p. 137, note 21, comments on Joseph’s omniscience,
‘Judah’s use of an unverifiable quotation of Joseph’s own words in 44.19 further undercuts Joseph’s
omniscience, suggesting to the reader that Joseph does not remember what he said and therefore does

not correct Judah. Here the unverifiable quotation subverts the reliability of the listener, rather than
that of the speaker.’

" Judah repeats Jacob’s response to Joseph’s disappearance, ‘Surely he has been torn to pieces;

and I have never seen him since’ (44.28). But Judah has not told Joseph about Jacob’s mournful desire
to go down to Sheol for him.
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requesting and retaining Benjamin as a slave, J oseph knows that his test will force the

brothers to face the prospect of the death of their father.

Twenty-two years ago when Judah decided on‘ slavery instead of death for
Joseph, he belatedly discovered that it almost dealt a fatal blow to their father. Now
both Judah and Joseph know that retaining Benjamin as a slave will result in death
for Jacob. The alternative of death or slavery is a false one. When Judah offers
himself as a slave in order to avoid the death of their father, he is undoing his past
crime, helping his father and his favourite son to escape from both death and slavery.
And he is simultaneously forced to repeat the same decision between death and
slavery for himself this time. The narrator presents a situation in which Joseph’s test
recreates the choice between death and slavery in order to reverse Judah’s role from a
victimiser to a victim of his past imposed alternative. Once this reversal has served its
purpose as a condemnation of the false alternative of death or slavery, Joseph reveals
himself and reaffirms their brotherhood. No one is forced into slavery to avoid death

any more. Jacob and his family are well provided for in the famine, and they live

freely in the best land of Egypt.

However, Joseph’s policy to enslave the Egyptians in order to save them forces

the reader to re-examine Joseph’s attitude to the choice between death and slavery.

Both Judah (chapter 44) and the Egyptians (chapter 47) repeatedly lament over the

dire prospect of death which forces them to otfer themselves as slaves:

Judah’s plea in chapter 44:

‘his father would die’ (v. 22);

‘you will bring down my grey hairs in sorrow in Sheol” (v. 29);

‘he will die’ (31);

“vour servants will bring down the grey hairs of your servant our father with sorrow
to Sheol’ (v. 31).

Egyptians’ plea in chapter 47:

‘why should we die before your eyes’ (v. 15);
“Why should we die before your eyes’ (v. 19);
‘that we may live, and not die’ (v. 19);

‘that the land may not be desolate’ (v. 19).
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These two speeches are far apart in the textual order, but their juxtaposition may

be justified in chronological order. The sentence in 47.18 makes the time of this

section difficult to determine.

And when that year (N1/1:7 113U was ended, they came to him the following
year (NY3WT 1IWA) and said to him, ‘We will not hide from my lord that our
money 1s all spent; and the herds of cattle are my lord’s.” (47.18).

If the phrase NYWA MW (literally ‘the second year’; cf. AV) in 47.18 refers to

the second year of the famine, the enslavement of Egyptians is a year before Judah’s
speech 1n which he offers himself as a slave. Joseph tells of five more years of famine
to come when he reveals himself to his brothers (cf. 45.11). Therefore, 1t 1s possible
that the Egyptians are already enslaved before Joseph announces his domination over
Egypt to his brothers in 45.8b-11. The narrator may withhold this crucial information

at this moment and reveal it only later in the narrative to create the dramatic effect of

sudden discovery in the reader.’” But ‘that year’ (the time that their money and herds
are gone) may not be the first year of the famine.” One cannot be sure of the narrated
time order between the speeches uttered by Judah and the Egyptians. Does Joseph
repeat the crime (accepting the Egyptians’ offer to be slaves) which his test
previously condemned (forcing Judah to offer himself as a slave as a denunciation of
his past crime)? Or, in the other order, does he get from the Egyptians’ offer the
insight to declare the necessity of his own slavery to avoid the death of many in his
disclosure speech? This uncertain chronological ordering creates an echoing effect

between these two similar speeches. It forces us to rethink Joseph’s exact perception

towards the choice between death and slavery.

"* The withholding of an important piece of information that later is strategically revealed 1s a
narrative technique employed to enhance the dramatic effect. For example, Joseph’s pleading for
mercy to his brothers at the pit is revealed to readers only long after the event (42.21). Its dramatic
function 1s described in detail by Robert Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative, p. 166.

" Nahum M. Sarna, Genesis (The JPS Torah Commentary; Philadephia: Jewish Publication
Society of America, 1989), p. 321, suggests the followings interpretations: ‘(i) the second year of the
famine, (ii) two years after the arrival of Jacob, (iii) the second of the remaining five years of famine,
(iv) the seventh year of the famine’. Von Rad, Genesis, p. 410, argues that this section presupposes a
famine of two years only instead of seven years. See also, Westermann, Genesis 37-50: A

Commentary, p. 175; Herbert C. Leupold, Exposition of Genesis 20-50 (Grand Rapids: Baker, 22nd
ed., 1987), vol. 2, p. 1135.
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2. Joseph’s claim of divine providence

Joseph simply accepts the offer by the despairing Egyptians. The narrator reveals to
us neither his feelings about their plight nor his thoughts about their offer to become

slaves to avoid death. In contrast, Joseph pours himself out in responding to Judah’s
passionate plea. Joseph speaks of his past, of what the brothers have done and of
what God has really done. Joseph’s interpretation74 of his own story, or better God’s

story in his past, has always been seen as the final authoritative explanation of the

whole narrative. Its universal acceptance can be best illustrated by von Rad’s
declaration:
Here in the scene of recognition the narrator indicates clearly for the first time what

1s of paramount importance to him in the entire Joseph story: God’s hand which
directs all the confusion of human guilt ultimately toward a gracious goal.”

Joseph’s speech involves two main parts: It was God, not his brothers, who sent

him 1nto Egypt to preserve life (vv. 4-8a); and God has made him lord over all Egypt

to avoid starvation of his family (vv. 8b-11):

4 So Joseph said to his brothers, ‘Come near to me, I pray you’. And they came
near. And he said, ‘I am your brother, Joseph, whom you sold into Egypt.

5 And now do not be distressed, or angry with yourselves, because you sold me
here; for God sent me before you to preserve life...

7 And God sent me before you to preserve for you a remnant on earth, and to keep
alive for you many survivors.

8 So it was not you who sent me here, but God; and ke has made me a father to
Pharaoh, and lord of all his house and ruler over all the land of Egypt.

9 Make haste and go up to my father and say to him, “Thus says your son Joseph,
God has made me lord of all Egypt...

11 and there I will provide for you, for there are yet five years of famine to come;
lest you and your household, and all that you have, come to poverty”’ (45.4-11).

" Miscall, “The Jacob and Joseph Stories as Analogies’, p. 31, insists on using the word
‘Interpretation’ to describe Joseph’s speech. In contrast, it has been variously named a ‘disclosure’,
‘revelation’, ‘declaration’ and ‘acknowledgment’. One easily senses what authority his interpretation

entails. Cf. Brueggemann, Genesis, pp. 343, 345; Humphreys, Joseph and His Family, p. 116;
Seybold, ‘Paradox and Symmetry in the Joseph Narrative’, p. 72.

” Von Rad, Genesis, p. 398. For similar statements, see Wenham, Genesis 16-50, p. 432;
Brueggemann, Genesis, pp. 343-48.
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This speech of Joseph’s also gives the reader, though very subtly,76 a glimpse of
his thoughts on the subject (i.e. the choice between death and slavery) about which I
have been inquiring all along. Joseph twice at the beginning identifies himself as the
one whom his brothers ‘sold’ (vv. 4, 5) into Egypt. To calm their distress, he softens
his wording from ‘you sold’ to ‘it was not you sent me here, but God’ (v. 5). He then
abandons the word ‘sold’ and repeatedly uses the word ‘sent’ instead (vv. 7, 8). A
crime of selling a brother becomes an instrument of God’s plan. The emphasis here at
first 1s of course on the relationship between Joseph and his brothers. He speaks in a
certain way to soothe their shock and fear at their sudden recognition of the victim of
their crime years ago. On the other level, Joseph is at pains to come to terms with his
own past.77 What 1s the purpose of those long years of suffering in the pit of slavery?
He once tried hard to erase this hardship from his memory. In naming his first son
‘Manasseh’, he wished that God had made him forget it all. The encounter with his
brothers forces him to confront them and his own past. Now he realises it was God
who sent him into Egypt. Three times he reiterates his own relation with God: ‘God
sent me’ (v. 5), ‘God sent me’ (v. 7), and ‘not you who sent me but God’ (v. 8). ‘God
sent me 1nto Egypt’ is a mild wording for the hard reality of his long slavery in this
land of his affliction (cf. 41.52). But now he understands that his suffering is for the
good of others. God sent him to preserve life (v. 5), to preserve for him a remnant on

earth and to keep alive for him many survivors (v. 7).

Joseph’s realisation of his suffering as a slave in order to save the lives of others
may be triggered by Judah’s example. Ackerman remarks that Judah’s speech gives

Joseph ‘the key for interpreting the mystery of his own life’:

Joseph must learn from Judah: the risking / offering up / suffering / descent of a
brother can mean life for the family of Israel... Judah did not realise that, in offering
to remain enslaved so that Benjamin could return, he was helping this strange

* Von Rad, Genesis, p. 397, remarks that ‘the text of this wonderful scene scarcely requires the
Interpretative help of an expositor’. I agree that the disclosure of what God has done by Joseph is
plain, but the way and the words he chooses to describe the supposed plan of God are highly subtle.

" His struggle is evident in many ways: his phenomenal successes in the three houses in Egypt
cannot help him to forget the land of his affliction, of his slavery; he weeps many times in his long
confrontation with his brothers; his displaced attack on the Egyptians may be a form of rejection of

his own slavery and a suppression of anger towards such a painful experience (this point will discuss
more fully later).
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Egyptian understand the meaning of his own life.”®

Consciously or not, Joseph’s test (chapter 44) forces a reversal of Judah’s role

from a victimiser to a victim of his earlier choice for slavery to avoid death (chapter
37). Paradoxically, the reversal serves simultaneously as both a condemnation and
recommendation of such a choice. Judah’s willingness to accept slavery makes him a
sacrificial victim. Lowenthal calls this a vicarious enslavement.” Westermann

considers Judah’s sacrifice to be necessary in order to show his repentance and to

make the reconciliation possible:

[Judah] prefers to take the punishment upon himself rather than cause his father
distress yet again. It is indeed vicarious suffering... the healing of a breach is
possible only when there is one who is ready to take the suffering upon oneself.”

The necessity of Judah’s accepting slavery as a sign of repentance leads to

Joseph’s acceptance of the painful experience of his downfall into slavery as
necessary for the well-being of others. Joseph’s claim that God sent him into Egypt to
preserve life is then a subtle repetition of the alternative of death or slavery. Instead
of death, Joseph speaks of the opposite: ‘life’, ‘remnant’, ‘alive’, ‘survivors’. Instead
of his brothers’ selling him into slavery, he prefers to think that it is God who sends
him into Egypt. This transformation of his perception from his ‘slavery’ to his

‘mission’, from ‘death’ to ‘life’, may help to console both his brothers’ fear and his

own bitter memory of the past.

How consciously Joseph is imitating Judah’s ‘example’ is unknown, if there is
any imitation at all, but the structure of their choice is the same: slavery is preferable
to death. Yet there are crucial differences between them. Joseph’s sacrificial suffering
1s real and long, while Judah suffers only for the short duration of his interrogation.
Joseph turns the implication of Judah’s action of sacrificial choice into an explicit

divine claim: God sent him to save others’ lives just as Judah chooses slavery to

" Ackerman, ‘Joseph, Judah, and Jacob’, pp. 94, 106 (italics original).

” Lowenthal, The Joseph Narrative in Genesis, p. 96. See also Derek Kidner, Genesis: An

Introduction and Commentary (Tyndale Old Testament Commentaries; London: Tyndale Press,
1967), p. 206.

* Westermann, Genesis 37-50: A Commentary, p. 138.
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avoid the death of another (i.e. his father’s). And the magnitude of the salvation
effected by Joseph clearly outweighs Judah’s avoidance of a single death. On the
other hand, Judah is willing to offer himself as a slave (chapter 44), while Joseph is
forced into slavery without a choice and he accepts his ‘mission’ only in retrospect. Is
Judah then a more willing sacrificial victim? For Joseph, Judah may be only a
victimiser deserving a threat of enslavement as a retribution. Joseph himself 1s a real
victim. He still considers the brothers’ decision to sell him into slavery as evil
(50.20). The choice of slavery to save lives is an act of sacrifice from the mouth of a

real victim; it becomes an act of aggression if it is spoken by a victimiser.

If the distinction between victimiser and victim plays an important role in one’s
perception of the choice between death and slavery, what is its implication for
Joseph’s enslavement of the Egyptians? Why does Joseph, the past victim, repeat the
role of victimiser to decide for slavery instead of death for the Egyptians?"" Why does
he duplicate what his test has just reversed? To be sure, Joseph’s decision to enslave
others is not exactly analogous to Judah’s earlier situation. Joseph does not actively
force the Egyptians to choose between death and slavery. Joseph is not a victimiser
like Judah. Nonetheless, he is the enslaver and the Egyptians are the victims of being
forced to decide between death and slavery because of a disastrous famine and
Joseph’s relief policy. What is the relationship between Joseph and the Egyptians?
Why does he treat his brothers (who deserve real punishment) rather differently from

the Egyptians? The second part of Joseph’s claim of a divine plan will give the reader

some clues to these questions.

Joseph speaks of his position in Egypt with an impressive list of titles: God has
made me ‘father to Pharaoh’, ‘lord of all his house,” and ‘ruler over all the land of

Egypt’ (v. 8b). ‘God has made me lord of all Egypt’ is repeated as a direct speech to
Jacob through the brothers as messenger (v. 9; cf. v. 26). The purpose of God’s plan

to make Joseph lord over Egypt is the same as Joseph’s previous words of salvation.

It is to avoid his father’s household coming to poverty (v. 11). But the contrast

*! Aaron Wildavsky, Assimilation versus Separation: Joseph the Administrator and the Politics of
Religion in Biblical Israel (London: Transaction, 1993), p. 9, points out this duel roles played by

Joseph as ‘victim and victimizer’ in his rise from ‘the pit of misfortune’ to ‘the moral equivocality,
even destructiveness, of his behavior as chief administrator for Pharaoh’.



Chapter 1 36

between these two parts of Joseph’s claim of salvation is sharp. He is sent as a slave
by God to save lives and now he is made lord over Egypt to effect the salvation.
God’s sending somehow overrides the human evil of selling in the first part, while he
1s seen as more directly involved in making Joseph lord over Egypt in the second

part. Joseph i1s either a slave or a lord, God is either indirectly or directly involved,

and the purpose 1s the same: to save lives.

3. Lord/slave and life/death

The problem of the choice between death and slavery is one of the major themes of
the Joseph story. The underlying oppositions of this choice are lord/slave and
life/death. Comparing two parts of Joseph’s claim, these two pairs of opposition are
detectable. Two of the terms are not present, but they are prominent in the
background. The brothers sold him and God sent him. The threat of ‘death’ looms
large in his repeated reminder of preserving life, remnant, survivors and of avoiding
poverty. The word ‘slave’ is not in Joseph’s speech, but he is explaining to his
brothers and to himself why he has been a slave. Death and slave, both words are
uttered loud and clear in the despairing pleading by Judah (and are later echoed by

the Egyptians). To a reader with deconstruction in mind, the conspicuous absence of

these two terms 1s not an accident.

In the end, it is the striking presence of the privileged terms of the two
oppositions that betrays Joseph’s way of thinking. His claim of ‘divine providence’
centres on these two privileged terms: he has been sold by his brothers but ultimately
God has made him lord over Egypt to save life. Referring to his own slavery, Joseph
prefers the wording ‘life’ and its associated terms, ‘remnant’, and ‘survivors’ (45.5,
7). The word ‘death’ in the choice between slavery and death is now replaced by the
word °‘life’. Joseph also speaks of God making him lord over Egypt in order to

prevent his family coming to poverty (vv. 8-11). Now the idea of death is implicit in

the mentioning of the word ‘poverty’ (v.11).

The repetition of the choice between slavery (sell) and death (slay) is clear and
straightforward in the speeches of Judah and the Egyptians. Its repetition in Joseph’s
speech is more subtle. His explanation that God sent him into Egypt (via selling into

enslavement by his brothers) to save life can still be recognised as a repetition of the
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same theme, 1.e. slavery 1s a way to avoid death. The structure is the same. Joseph
only prefers the privileged term of the opposition of life/death. In Joseph’s claim, life

1s paramount. But it is the same for Judah and Egyptians. They all want to avoid
death. Because of Joseph’s understanding of the past, i.e. he has gone through a
detour from slavery to present lordship, it seems to him that slavery is a way to avoid

death, a mission designed by God to enable him to save life. It is a vicarious

enslavement.

The second part of Joseph’s claim is a victorious lordship, also designed by God
to enable him to preserve many lives. It is in this second part of his claim that the
mutation of the same theme (i.e. the choice between death and slavery) occurs. It is
difficult to detect the iteration. The best way to discover the exact nature of Joseph’s
claim 1s to lay bare the opposition underlying the key words or themes. The choice
between death and slavery will then give us these two pairs of opposition: life/death
and lord/slave. Lordship is simply the other side of slavery. Or to be more precise,

lordship is the privileged side of the hierarchical opposition of lord/slave.

Taking Joseph’s claim as a whole, he is not merely trying to calm the fear of his
brothers when he reveals himself. It can also be seen as an explanation of his own
dreams. Why do the brothers have to bow down before him and be lorded over by
him? Joseph’s revelation of the divine plan to save their lives is a confrontation to the
brothers’ attempt to destroy the master-dreamer (cf. 37.19). The first part of Joseph’s
claim concerns the ‘divine providence’ which overrides their evil attempt and makes
Joseph’s rise to power as a lord over Egypt possible. The second part of his claim
deals directly with the fundamental problem of the conflict, i.e. Joseph’s dreams
which provoke the crime of enslavement. In responding to the hostile questioning of

his lordship over them (cf. 37.8), Joseph now replies that his lordship is for their

well-being, their salvation from famine.

With the hierarchical oppositions of lord/slave and life/death in mind, Joseph’s
claim about God’s plan to make him lord over Egypt in order to save life is in fact a
repetition of the same theme, the choice between death and slavery. The difference is
that he chooses the more privileged, positive and acceptable terms to express the

same 1dea. The ugly and offensive terms are suppressed. If he is made lord, someone
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somewhere has to be subservient to him. His brothers have to bow down before him

and have to serve him.

4. Privileged terms preferred

Joseph’s claim 1s quite questionable, but there are several reasons why it is difficult
to detect that fact. First of all, the way he speaks of the ‘divine plan’ is subtle. The
words ‘death’ and ‘slave’ are excluded. Only the privileged terms ‘lord’ and ‘life’
occur 1n his speech, and he also repeats them with variant forms, ‘father’, ‘ruler’,
‘remnant’ and ‘survivors’. Therefore, it is not easy to be aware of the similarity
between the claim that lordship is the way to salvation and the claim that slavery is
the way to avoid death. Joseph focuses on his experience as a slave first. His rise to

power as lord over others seems to be more acceptable after a descent.

When the narrator presents to us the ironic reversal of Judah’s role from
victimiser to victim within his own imposed choice between death and slavery,
Joseph 1s 1ignorant of this reversal. He is a victim of this choice, and his test somehow
makes the retribution possible. Ironically, the victim (i.e. Judah) of this retribution
gives Joseph an example of sacrificial suffering. And this prompts Joseph to reveal
his identity and to interpret his past suffering in the light of Judah’s example.
Unfortunately, Joseph seems to accept slavery as the way to salvation. On the one
hand, he interprets his own slavery as a mission sent by God to save life. On the
other, his claim to lordship over Egypt as destined by God only affirms the same
hierarchical opposition of lord/slave. Duplicating the crime which his test has just
reversed and condemned, Joseph unwittingly demonstrates to us the danger of a
simple reversal of a hierarchical opposition without questioning its validity. Any
simple reversal or exchange of roles (lord/slave, victimiser/victim, enslaver/enslaved)

will only perpetuate the crime which one attempts to undo.

Joseph transforms or inverts Judah’s claim, but it retains the same hierarchical
structure. Nothing changes except the roles being exchanged. From the way the
narrator presents this story, Joseph’s claim at the end may well be an ironic ending.
Therefore, Joseph’s claim to be destined by God to save life should not be accepted
without reservation. One should be more careful to avoid the glorification of his

lordship than some authors are, for example:
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] L ] L » 8‘2
It 1s a dream... led to a vocation for this one born to rule, it is a dream come true.

The fulfilment of his childhood dreams, which foretold all his brothers bowing
down to him, also showed that God had been in control of his career.>

God who sent him to and empowered him in Egypt.”*

5. You meant evil but God meant it for good

When Joseph softens the wording ‘sold’ (45.4, 5) to ‘sent’ (45.8) to describe his
selling into enslavement by his brothers, he does not excuse their crime and clearly
condemns it as evil (50.20). Even though Judah suggests selling Joseph into
enslavement to avoid Joseph’s death, Judah cannot be credited with a good intention.
Slavery is not a lesser evil because the choice between death and slavery is an
imposition by the victimiser. The brothers’ enslavement of Joseph leads to Joseph’s

rise to power to save many lives, but it does not diminish their evil. Evil is evil and it

cannot be turned to good. There should be no abolishment of the distinction between

good and evil.

But what 1s divine good in Joseph’s claim has a similar nature to the human evil
committed by his brothers. In Joseph’s claim, God has made him lord over Egypt to
save many lives, i.e. the lordship over others becomes the way to salvation. It is not
only a description of a past or present social situation. Rather it is a divine intention
foretold in Joseph’s dreams, and God will bring it to fruition either with or in spite of
human intentions. If the reader accepts Joseph’s claim, then one inevitably
deconstructs the opposition of good/evil and divine intention/human intention. In the
context of this story, the human evil which Joseph condemns is not simply slavery, it
is rather a slavery entered upon in order to avoid death; on the other hand, the divine

good which Joseph claims is not simply the saving of life, it is rather the saving of

life through lordship.

The so-called divine good is of the same nature as human evil. Joseph’s

description of the divine intention is inspired by and modelled upon human intention.

82 Brueggemann, Genesis, p. 293.

** Wenham, Genesis 16-50, p. 432.

. Humphreys, Joseph and His Family, p. 115.
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Then, the ‘divine good’ claimed by Joseph cannot override the ‘human evil’ because
this ‘divine good’ is not high above its opposite, i.e. ‘human evil’. This ‘divine good’

1s contaminated by its opposite at the very heart of its structure.

6. Brothers/foreigners

The opposition of brother/foreigner is prominent in the Joseph story. Judah appeals to
his brothers not to kill Joseph because he is ‘our brother’ (stressed twice, 37.26, 27),
‘our own flesh’. The brothers later feel guilty about what they have done to ‘our
brother’ (42.21). Joseph’s test is to punish their breaking of the bond of brotherhood.
The brothers have to be taught to repent of their evil act towards one of their own.
But the mass murder of the Shechemites has not gained much attention as compared
with their attempted murder of a brother.® The horror of the mass enslavement of the
wives of the Shechemites and their little ones (34.29) is also seldom mentioned. Even
so, the enslavement of a single small Canaanite city pales into insignificance
compared with Joseph’s enslavement of the whole nation of Egypt. Foreigners seem

to be expendable. There is a clear line between brothers and foreigners.

However, the borderline between brother and foreigner is not as clear as it
appears. The twelve sons of Jacob are supposed to form the identity of an Israelite
brotherhood. They are to be separated from foreigners, both Canaanites and
Egyptians. Intermarriage with them is undesirable (if not forbiddf.:n).86 Abraham and
Isaac both avoid intermarriage of their sons with foreign wives (24.3; 28.2). The
genealogy of Jacob in 46.8-27 can be examined to see whether the attempt to avoid
intermarriage is successful or not. The genealogy records Jacob’s family of seventy
who move to Egypt and form the beginning of the Israelite people. At first glance, it

lists only three members as children from intermarriage. They are Shaul, Manasseh

* The mention of Shechem (37.12-15) in this narrative makes the comparison between the
attempted murder of a brother and the mass murder of foreigners in chapter 34 unavoidable. In
Jacob’s blessing, Simeon and Levi are said to be punished for their violence (49.5-7).

*® Wenham, Genesis 16-50, p. 319, considers Simeon and Levi to be heroes and he states,
‘Undoubtedly, the heroes of this story, though they are the villains of the Joseph story, are Dinah’s
brothers, particularly Simeon and Levi. Here they are portrayed as fiercely opposing intermarriage
with the Canaanites of the land and taking up the sword to avenge sexual misconduct... Gen. 34 traces
this concern for purity of line back to Simeon and Levi, forefather of the Israelite priestly tribe.’
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and Ephraim. Shaul is the son of Simeon from a Canaanite woman (46.10)4..87 The
other two are the sons of Joseph by an Egyptian wife. But only one of the five sons of 1
Simeon is recorded as being born from a foreign woman. Joseph is sold into Egypt
and 1s forced to take a foreign wife. Jacob later adopts Joseph’s two sons as his own
and that seems to remedy the situation. The avoidance of intermarriage seems to be
successful. The cases of Simeon and Joseph can be seen as an exception, a minor
corruption of the Israelite people by foreigners. However, the text also includes
Judah’s three sons (Er, Onan, and Shelah), but it fails to mention that their mother is
a Canaanite woman (38.2). Judah also has two sons from his daughter-in-law, Tamar,
whose origin is not certain. The extent of corruption by foreigners is still relatively
minor with three foreign daughters-in-law and only six foreign grandchildren,88

resulting from intermarriage among Jacob’s family of seventy. But Jacob’s two

concubines, Zilpah and Bilhah, are probably foreigners in the light of their status as

maids (MNDW)> given to his wives by Laban. If this is indeed the case, then Jacob

himself has two foreign wives with four sons resulting from intermarriage and has
nineteen grandchildren from them.” There are, then, twenty-five grandchildren from
intermarriage among Jacob’s house of seventy. Three out of Jacob’s twelve sons
marry foreign wives and four of the sons were born out of Jacob’s own intermarriage.
Therefore, only five of Jacob’s sons can be considered pure. The problem of the
‘corruption’ of Israel’s identity by the foreigner cannot be seen as minor. Earlier
attempts to avoid impurity in the lineage by the special arrangement of marriages

(Abraham and Isaac) fail miserably in Jacob’s family.

It is significant that the identity of the Israelite nation depends not so much on

*"" Calvin, Genesis, vol. 2, p. 392, condemns Simeon’s Intermarriage, “When Moses declares that
Shaul, one of the sons of Simeon, was born of a Canaanite woman, while he does not even mention
the mothers of the other sons, his intention, I doubt not, 1S t0 fix a mark of dishonour on his race. For
the holy Fathers were on their guard, not to mix in marriage with that nation, from which they were

separated by the decree of heaven.’

* They are Shaul, Er, Onan, Shelah, Manasseh and Ephraim. Er and Onan already died in Canaan,

> Hagar is an Egyptian maid (71BY) (16.1 NRSV translates it as slave-girl) and she may well be
one of the maids given to Abram by Pharaoh (12.16).

 The sons are Gad, Asher from Zilpah; and Dan a}‘ld Naphtali from Bilhah. There are fourteen
grandchildren from Zilpah (46.18) and five more from Bilhah (46.25).
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Abraham and Isaac, for they both have ‘foreign’ descendants (Ishmaelites and
Edomites). The identity of the Israelite nation derives from Jacob. If Jacob’s
concubines are indeed foreign slave-girls, the purity of Israelite identity is corrupted
at the very beginning. Even if they are not, the problem of ‘corruption’ remains.
Judah and Joseph, the most prominent sons of Jacob, both marry foreign woman. The
‘corruption’ i1s then not just quantitative but qualitative. They are the protagonists of
the whole narrative and the rest of the sons are only minor characters. Almost half of
the text 1in Jacob’s blessing concerns the future of these two sons. 1 Chron. 5.1-2
speaks of the birthright given to Joseph and of a ruler coming from Judah. They are
the cornerstones of the future identity of the Israelite nation (both southern and
northern kingdoms). The contamination of these two sons will invade the heart of
Israclite identity. In short, the situation of intermarriage in Jacob’s family makes a
rigid distinction between brother/foreigner problematic. It is especially acute in the
light of Joseph’s situation. On the one hand, he marries an Egyptian (and thus his two
sons are halt Egyptians by blood). He is a father to Pharaoh (45.8), and he has once
desired to forget his own father (41.51). On the other hand, his ten brothers are not
his full brothers. Joseph’s test (or the brothers’ crime) drives Jacob to a point where
he speaks of only having two sons (42.38; 44.27), thereby delegitimising‘;'1 his
relationship with the other ten sons and in turn destroying the remaining bond of

brotherhood. To Joseph, the Egyptians are no longer total foreigners, and the brothers

are still not full brothers even after he reveals himself to them.

It 1s on the basis of the distinction between brother/foreigner that Judah and
Reuben make their appeal not to kill Joseph, their own brother. It is also on this basis
that they are condemned for their crime of selling their own brother into slavery.
Joseph’s test rests on whether they will abandon another brother into slavery or not.
Joseph’s final rejection of his brothers’ offer to be his slaves is also placed in sharp
contrast to his acceptance of the enslavement of the Egyptians. All of these try to
keep a strict separation between one’s own and the other. The problem becomes more

evident in the next generation. For Manasseh and Ephraim, the Egyptians are part of

- Wenham, Genesis 16-50, p. 427.
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their own. How can they as Egyptian-Israelites justify the enslavement of one side of
their ‘own’ people and the free provision of the other side by their father? Fewell and

Gunn also explain to us the problem of the distinction between brother and foreigner

in Jacob’s family:

One of the surface messages of the story of Dinah’s rape is the disdain of
intermarriage with the Canaanites. This disdain, however, is revealed to be
somewhat pretentious in light of the circumstances that pertain to Jacob’s family.
Who, after all, are his children going to marry? They can no longer go back to
Paddanaram for suitable mates, because that part of the family has become foreign.
As each son takes a bride from among the daughters of Canaan and Egypt, the
‘purity’ of the family of origin is further diluted, blurring the boundaries between
family and foreigner, between ‘us’ and ‘them,’ and forever problematizing the

exclusive promise of nationhood and the holy war rhetoric of Moses, Joshua, and
YHWH.”

E. Summary

[ hope that I have succeeded in detailing the frequent repetitions of a choice between
death and slavery in this story. My strategy in the above study 1s to engage my reader
in looking at what Joseph really means by his profound theological claims in 45.4-11
and 50.19-20. The idea of ‘Death or Slavery’ is not simply an opposition to the idea
of ‘Life and Lordship’ proclaimed by Joseph as the divine design. The latter pair
appears more pleasant, attractive and acceptable, but in reality they are only the
privileged terms of the identical structure of the former idea. The idea of providence
and of the opposition of good and evil should be put into question after this initial

probing.

The scrutiny of the problematic nature of the hierarchical oppositions inherent in
Joseph’s claim of divine providence provides us a base to challenge Joseph’s
justification of his divine domination by exposing Joseph’s strategy and its fallacy.

This will be the aim of the next chapter.

92 Danna N. Fewell and David M. Gunn, Gender, Power, & Promise (Nashville: Abingdon Press,
1993), p. 86.




CHAPTER 2

A CHALLENGE TO JOSEPH’S CLAIM OF DIVINE
DOMINATION

The basic premise of Joseph’s claim of divine domination is simple and clear: the
hierarchy of domination and subordination is necessary to secure survival.' In other
words, Joseph is advocating the idea of subservience for survival, or salvation at a
price. This sounds rather unacceptable to modern readers. Some may leave the
ideology of the text alone and concentrate on what the story meant in its historical
setting without any attempt to judge its message from a modern perspective. This
view assumes that the text presents the ideology in a simple and unambiguous way. 1
will try to demonstrate that the text yields a more complex picture than appears. First
of all, I should emphasise that I do not intend to question the ideology of divine
domination itself. My challenge is rather to Joseph’s claim of divine domination. I
will try to scrutinise the way Joseph presents his claim in order to expose its

persuasive strategy as well as its incoherence and fallacy.

Sending his brothers to bring his father down to Egypt, Joseph tells them to
report to him that that God has made him lord over all Egypt.

Make haste and go up to my father and say to him, Thus says your son Joseph, God
has made me lord of all Egypt; come down to me, do not tarry (45.9).

Joseph of course knows that it was Pharaoh who made him lord: ‘you shall be
over my house, and all my people shall order themselves as you command’ (41.40). I
suppose that Joseph does not mean to disregard human involvement in historical

events. It is fair to interpret him as saying that God is working behind and beyond

' Claus Westermann, Joseph: Studies of the Joseph Stories in Genesis (tr. Omar Kaste;

Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1996), p. ix, points out that the Joseph’s dreams are about political
authority and its justification: ‘the recurrent preoccupation with the problem of political authority and,
more specifically, the fundamental problem of royal authority: How is it that 2 man can lord 1t over

his own brothers?’ Sailhamer, The Pentateuch as Narrative, p. 207, also sees the motif of ‘bowing
down’ as ‘an acknowledgment of royalty and kingship’.
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human activities.” It is difficult to object to his claim that God has made him lord
over all Egypt. After all, his dreams announce his rise to power. And it is a chain of
events, most of which are often outside his control, that leads him to this position of
power.” It could only be seen as a miraculous work of God. Even Pharaoh
acknowledges the Spirit of God within Joseph (41.38). From the perspective of the
story itself, anyone who tries to put into question his claim of God’s sanctioned
domination is bound to face a formidable, if not impossible, task. However, Aaron

Wildavsky, a scholar who specialises in political analysis, questions Joseph’s claims

of God’s will 1n his book on Joseph:

Joseph keeps saying (to Pharaoh, to his brothers) that everything that happens is due
to God’s will. But he does not pray nor does God appear to him nor does he eat or
dress or (often) behave as if he were a religious person. Moses does.’

Wildavsky is suspicious of the truthfulness of Joseph’s persistent claims of
God’s will, but his arguments do not confront Joseph’s claims directly. Instead, he
targets his criticisms towards Joseph’s behaviour. Wildavsky’s main arguments are
that Joseph’s deeds do not substantiate his words, and his religious behaviour is
compared unfavourably with that of Moses. Wildavsky is not alone in targeting
criticisms towards Joseph’s behaviour rather than towards his claims. This is one of
the strategies used by many readers to avoid confronting Joseph’s claims. I will detail
these strategies in chapter four. The difficulty in questioning Joseph’s claim of
divinely inspired domination is partially due to Joseph’s clever use of Judah’s pit to

justify his dreams. I will try to expose its fallacy in order to put his claim into

question.

*  Brueggemann, Genesis, p. 293, ‘The theme of the Joseph narrative concerns God’s hidden and
decisive power which works in and through but also against human forms of power’.

3 Kidner, Genesis: An Introduction and Commentary, p. 180, thus comments, “The account of the
dreams, coming at the outset, makes God, not Joseph, the “hero” of the story: it 1s not a tale of human
success but of divine sovereignty’.

4 Wildavsky, Assimilation versus Separation, p. 3. Among tl}e critics of J oseph, \’Vild.avsky 1S one
of the few who have expressed doubts over Joseph’s frequent claims of knowing God’s will.
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A. Strategic use of Judah’s pit to justify his claim of divine
domination

1. Structural similarities between Judah’s pit and Joseph’s dreams

There are some intriguing tactics in Joseph’s disclosure speech that help him to
justify his claim of divine domination. This speech (45.4-11) is well recognised by
many as the ‘key’” to the understanding of the meaning of this story, so it deserves a
detailed examination. The nature of Joseph’s understanding of his past suffering and
the purpose of his dreams in 45.4-11 serves to explain the significance of the past
rather than to predict the future as he has done in his dream interpretation.’ The first
thing he mentions when he discloses his identity is his past enslavement experience
(45.4-8a). While Reuben allows Joseph to be thrown into a pit in the wilderness, it 1s
Judah who suggests selling him into slavery which can be represented symbolically
by the pit. For the sake of the comparison I intend to make between the motif of pit
and the motif of dreams in this chapter, I designate Joseph’s bondage experience in
the pit and in Egypt as Judah’s pit and its opposite as Joseph’s dreams’ of ruling over
others. The ordeal of the pit of slavery surely haunts him. It is certainly his desire to
come to terms with it.° For whatever motive, he subjects his brothers to a long test.
He first imprisons them by way of a punishment of pit for pit. Then demanding and
retaining Benjamin, he plots the re-enactment and trial of their past crime.” This
strategy apparently works and they respond with confession of their guilt. Joseph

then discloses his identity and reveals to them the workings of God for them.

> Wenham, Genesis 16-50, p. 432, ‘The statements about God’s overruling of human affairs are

undoubtedly the key to understanding the whole Joseph story’.

Miscall, “The Jacob and Joseph Stories as Analogies’, p. 38, remarks on ‘Joseph’s speech, an
interpretation of the past which also reveals a definite attitude towards the past’.

" All dreams (Joseph, the butler and the baker, and Pharaoh) in the Joseph story come in pairs.
Joseph explains the doublet in Pharaoh’s case as a sign of the certainty of fulfllplent (41.32). 1
therefore refer to Joseph’s dreams in the plural as opposed to the pit in th_e singular, Turner,
Announcements of Plot in Genesis, p. 147, discusses Joseph’s futile attempt to fulfil the dreams and he

bases his argument on the clear distinction between his two dreams.
® Cf. Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative, p. 167.

?  Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative, pp. 155-77, gives a concise description of this process of
enactment. See also Ackerman, ‘Joseph, Judah, and Jacob’, pp. 88-90; Sternberg, The Poetics of
Biblical Narrative, pp. 293-94.
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Joseph’s insight into the purpose of his suffering in the pit may derive from
Judah’s passionate plea in chapter 44."° It is through Joseph’s test of the brothers that
Judah 1s finally prompted to offer himself as a slave instead of Benjamin in order to
avoid the possible death of his father. From Judah’s sacrificial example, Joseph
seems to come to the understanding that his past suffering is averting the possible
death of many others. If the pit is somehow necessary for the survival of many, then
what 1S the reason for his dreams of dominating his brothers and family? Joseph
immediately ascribes the same purpose of salvation to his dreams of domination in
the second part of his speech (45.8b-11). It is not clear how Joseph comes to this
conclusion and whether it is justified. His disclosure speech presents these two

necessities in sequence: the need of the pit for survival and the need of the dreams for

salvation.

These two claims, the pit of slavery (45.4-8a) and the dreams of lordship (45.8b-
11), form an integrated whole for Joseph to explain the meaning of his past
experience. In his understanding of God’s overall plan, there are two opposite roles
for him. First as a slave, then as a lord to carry out God’s mission. Despite their
obvious divergence, the pit of slavery and the dreams of lordship share some
common characteristics. Both his descent and his ascent are allegedly destined by
God who works providentially to secure survival for many. They share the same
purpose of salvation, but there 1s a "price,”11 to be paid on the part of the human
characters. Joseph acknowledges this price in his role of being “sent’ into slavery in
the first part of his speech (45 4-82)."* When Reuben allows Joseph to be thrown into
a pit, it becomes paradoxically a place of slavery and survival for Joseph
simultaneously. In a strange twist of destiny, Joseph’s words take his past suffering

in the pit to be a ‘necessary’ step 10 enable him to rise to power for the survival of

Y Cf. Ackerman, ‘Joseph, Judah, and Jacob’, p. 106; Brueggemann, Genesis, p. 343,

1 : ' 172, remarks on the price paid by the Egyptian
Turner, A ¢t of Plot in Genests, p. ’ . i S
for thei:l Smiva’}:’?fﬂ’lﬁgﬁ’g hii‘: agricultural policy Joseph does save the lives of the Egyptians, byt

does so at a price - their enslavement (47.13fL.)’.

12 b’ p. 107, who comments that ‘the favored one mysgt
Cf. Ack ‘Joseph, Judah, and Jacod® p. 1U/, 1us
descend / becoig?eag ’u; {;Slfg risked so that “Israel” (referring both to the father and to the clan) might

not perish’.




Chapter 2 48

many.13 His speech retrospectively turns this ambiguous situation into the idea of the
necessity of subservience for survival. However, in the second part of his speech
about the fulfilment of his dreams, he stresses only his rise to power over Egypt and

diplomatically avoids mentioning the price and the necessity of his brothers’ ‘bowing

down’ as envisaged in his dreams.

Nevertheless, Joseph’s whole speech gives the impression that the price of

subservience seems to be unavoidable if the benefit of salvation in the pit and the
dreams 1s to materialise. Joseph has to suffer as a slave first in order to be able to
save others later, and his brothers have to accept their subservience in order to be
saved. Willingly or unwillingly, a price has to be paid. Joseph seems to accept it
retrospectively,' though not without considerable struggle and pain. As for the
brothers, they oppose their subservience to Joseph fiercely at the beginning of the
narrative, but at the end their choice is limited. They have to accept their fate.
Therefore, in Joseph’s understanding the pit of slavery and the dreams of domination
share an important common structure: the necessity of subservience for survival. And
they build on a hierarchical opposition of lord and slave. While Joseph’s brothers
have engineered his enslavement and later have to submit to his domination, it is

Joseph who alone figures at both ends of this hierarchy as lord and slave.

Judah’s pit and Joseph’s dreams share a similar hierarchical structure and
purpose of salvation, but there is a subtle but important difference. In hindsight, the
pit of slavery inflicted on Joseph by Judah makes possible the fulfilment of his
dreams of achieving salvation. The ‘necessity’ of subservience for survival in
Joseph’s case 1s, however, highly qualified. Its ‘necessity’ does not eliminate the
brothers’ responsibility for their crime; as Wenham remarks, ‘Though Genesis
emphatically states that God uses the sins of Joseph’s brothers for good, it nowhere

excuses their sins or pretends they can be forgotten; rather, they needed to be

“ Wenham, Genesis 16-50, p. 493, comments, ‘The idea that God overrules the plans of the
wicked to achieve his own purposes of good is of course an assumption that pervades Scripture (e.g.

Prov. 16.9; 19.21). Indeed, it seems to be suggested that, through the suffering of the righteous Joseph
at the hands of his wicked brothers, life was brought to the world.’

** Robert L. Cohn, ‘Narrative Structure and Canonical Perspective in Genesis’, JSOT 23 (1983), p.
101, “Only in retrospect does he acknowledge God’s guiding hand’.
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acknowledged and repented of’."> While Joseph forgives their crime of condemning
him 1nto slavery, he nevertheless denounces it as evil in unambiguous terms
(50.20)."° In contrast, there is no such qualification for the brothers’ ‘necessary’
subservience for survival. None is said to be responsible for their fate of being
subordinated. When he explains his dreams of lordship in his speech, he refers only
to his domination over Egypt without mentioning the brothers’ subservience. Does he

pretend it can be forgotten?'’

The motif of divine providence appears in both Judah’s pit and Joseph’s dreams.
First, the divine providence is best expressed by Joseph’s understanding of his pit
experience. He alters the ‘selling’ into slavery by his brothers to God’s ‘sending’ him
Into Egypt to preserve their lives in 45.5-8a. God can override human evil to
accomplish his divine good purpose.”® Secondly, Joseph’s dreams of domination
providentially come to fruition despite all human opposition.”” The brothers have
tried to get rid of the dreamer in order to obliterate his dreams. The false accusation
by Potiphar’s wife and the neglect of Joseph’s fate by the butler also present an
obstacle to their fulfilment. However, Turner asserts, ‘attempts to thwart God’s

purpose merely speed its triumph’ﬂ.20 The similarity between Judah’s pit and Joseph’s

" Wenham, Genesis 16-50, p. 433. It is fair to see the brothers’ pit of slavery inflicted on Joseph

as a crime and Joseph’s own dreams of domination over them as a price for salvation, even though
they share the same structure and purpose.

' Miscall, “The Jacob and Joseph Story as Analogies’, p. 38, remarks, ‘Joseph sees God bringing
good from evil, but not thereby forgiving sin’.

'" The idea that God destines the brothers to bow down in order to be saved does not go
unnoticed, but Joseph simply avoids it in his speech. Calum M. Carmichael, ‘The Law of the
Forgotten Sheaf’, Society of Biblical Literature Seminar Papers 20 (1981), p. 36, comments, ‘The
unfolding of the dream in reality occurs when Joseph’s brothers come to Egypt in order to obtain
grain to keep them alive. In doing so, they have to acknowledge Joseph’s supremacy over them. The
relief of their distress is dependent upon this subordination.’ See also Brueggemann, Genesis, p. 335.

** Allen P. Ross, Creation and Blessing (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1988), p. 716, ‘The sovereign plan
of God, designed to save many people, in some way incorporated the evil of the brothers and used it
as the means of bringing about the good’. See also Wenham, Genesis 16-50, p. 493.

19 Brueggemann, Genesis, p. 301, ‘all sorts of enemies of the dream try to resist: the brothers, the
woman (chap. 39), the famine (chap. 41), all resist the dream and fail’, Quoting Brueggemann’s

comment here, Turner, Announcements of Plot in Genesis, p. 166, further remarks, ‘It is true that the
active opposttion of these foes is overcome’.

20 Turner, Announcements of Plot in Genesis, p. 169. Ackerman, ‘Joseph, Judah, and Jac{ob’, Pp.
86-87, also asserts the power of ‘God’s control of history’ and comments, ‘the story... showing how
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dreams in terms of divine providence again displays a subtle difference: the pit is evil

and it will be overridden; the dreams are however treated as positive and they will

overcome all oppositions.

Joseph’s speech implies that the pit’s necessity is highly qualified, while his
dreams are without similar qualification and his domination over his brothers 1s seen
as absolutely necessary for the survival of all. Some readers concur with Joseph’s
viewpoint and accept unreservedly the dreams as coming from God.”! Any defence
for the necessity of his domination is bound to repeat Joseph’s declaration of divine
purpose of salvation®® without realising the similarity of the necessity of subservience
for survival in both the pit and the dreams. There may be times in this imperfect
world when the situation of subservience for survival is unavoidable.” Therefore, it
is not easy to dismiss such a notion. However, it is the double standards exercised by
Joseph’s understanding towards Judah’s pit and his dreams that should be confronted.
If both the pit and the dreams are founded structurally on the same idea of
subservience for survival, it does not seem to warrant their different emphases in
terms of the nature of their necessity and of the extent of divine involvement. My
attempt in this thesis is to expose the similarities and differences between Judah’s pit
and Joseph’ dreams instead of determining whether they are indeed necessary or
providential in nature. Nor is it my intention to prove objectively whether the 1dea of
subservience for survival itself is justifiable. My aim is rather to see if any single
judgment on the pit and the dreams is fairly applied. It seems that there is a consistent

disparity of judgment by Joseph and many readers: the pit is accepted with

human beings cannot thwart the divine purpose’. See also Harold G. Stigers, A Commentary on
Genesis (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1976), p. 274.

21 Brueggemann, Genesis, p. 346, remarks, ‘Joseph was dreamed to be a ruler. Now he is a “ruler-

lord-father”, not just over the family, but over the empire. And it is the work of God. No one could
stop it.’

2 Benjamin Goodnick, ‘The Character of Joseph: Reconsidered’, Journal of Psychology and
Judaism 12 (1988), p. 227, comments, ‘Realizing their confusion and inability to reply, Joseph
attempted to ease their hearts and minds: they were only instruments; the course of his life had been

predestined. His present status had been ordained in order to save the whole family for a higher
purpose.’

£ Cf. Stigers, A Commentary on Genesis, p. 320.



Chapter 2 51

qualification as necessary but evil,”* while the dreams are considered unequivocally
as absolutely necessary and a divine good.” There are reasons for the acceptance of

Joseph’s claims by some readers despite the above disparities. The following

discussion will detail Joseph’s strategy to support his claims.

2. The dreams are justified through the pit

Joseph’s justification of his dreams of divine domination is mediated through the
necessity of the pit and its correlated idea of divine providence. In the overall
development of narrative plot, his gradual acceptance of his pit of suffering is
embedded between his remembering of the dreams at the beginning of his test (42.9)
and his disclosure of the divine purpose of his dreams (45.8b-11). Everything
reported in between seems to be concerned with the chastisement due to the brothers
who are responsible for his plight. It climaxes at his disclosure of the divine purpose

of his suffering. During this long segment of narrative, his dreams are relegated to the

background.

As for the brothers, it is the moment for them to come to terms with their guilt
for inflicting the pit of slavery on Joseph. Their crime naturally deserves attention
when they come to face their victim. There is also a need for Joseph to deal with the
agony he has just expressed in 41.51-52 before the encounter with his brothers, where
he attempts to forget the past affliction together with all his father’s house. He even
attributes the attempt to forget to divine action. During the prolonged confrontation
with his brothers (chapters 42-44), he is clearly struggling to come to terms with his
past pit of suffering as indicated by his frequent weeping.”’ The pit comes back to
haunt him and he cannot forget as he once wished.”” An explanation has to be

provided for his past ordeal. There are three aspects of this trauma of the pit that need

], Gerald Janzen, Genesis 12-50 (International Theological Commentary; Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1993), p. 175, does not excuse the guilt of the brothers but considers that Joseph finally
can accept the suffering in the pit ‘as part of the fabric of his life at God’s hands’.

B Brueggemann, Genesis, p. 335, comments, ‘Joseph’s dominant role in Egypt is necessary and
presumed’.

%6 Cf. 42.24: 43.30: 45.2; 50.17.

27 Sternberg, The Poetics of Biblical Narrative, p. 287, ‘now that the past has forced itself on him’.



