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Chapter X: Mikeitz (Gen. 41:1-44:17)

Essay 9. The collection of grain
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There is a verse: “During the seven years of plenty, the land produced in handfuls.”!
There is a question: What is the language “in handfuls,” and what significance is “handful”
to this?
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This will be understood by what the author of Tzror HaMor * explained on the verse,
“Let Pharaoh take action and appoint officers over the land and take a fifth of the harvest of
Egypt during the seven years of plenty,”* that everyone should separate a fifth from the
produce of his household in order that there would be food in the seven years of famine.
Therefore, Scripture said, “During the seven years of plenty, the land produced in
handfuls,”* like the handful which is five fingers, thus they shall make measures from the
handfuls to separate from them a fifth.

But it is difficult to understand how taking one fifth alone during the seven years of
plenty would be enough to feed the entire people during the seven years of famine. It would
have been appropriate to set aside half of each year of the seven years of plenty in order that
they would have food for the seven years of famine.

" English translation: Copyright © 2022 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays at https://www.zstorah.com

' Gen. 41:47.

2 Rabbi Abraham Saba (1440-1508), Tzror HaMor (Venice 1523). (The first edition incorrectly gave the Roshei
Teivot n"¥, instead of 71"%.)

3 Gen. 41:34.

4 Gen. 41:47.
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The Torah describes Pharaoh’s second dream: “He fell asleep and dreamed a second time:
Seven ears of grain, solid and healthy, grew on a single stalk. But seven ears, thin and scorched by
the east wind, sprouted after them.””

It’s brought in the Midrash (cited in the 7zror HaMor) that the Torah specifically used
the word “sprouted.” It did not say “grew,” but “sprouted,” as a hint to [Joseph] that in the
years of famine, crops would sprout but they would not grow, and thus it was that after two
years had passed, Jacob came to Egypt, and the famine ceased.

Also, [the rabbis] of blessed memory said on the verse, “After them will come seven
years of famine,”® that in the seven years of plenty, they said, “here seven years of great
plenty are coming,” but in the seven years of famine, it says, “seven years of famine will arise
after them,” and it doesn’t say “are coming.”’ That is in order that won’t be caught
unprepared if they will see that the seven years of famine weren’t fulfilled. Rather, it says
“will arise,” as if to say, [the years of famine] will start but they won’t come completely,
because with the coming of Jacob, the years of famine will be finished.
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Therefore, Joseph, who knew that they would need grain for only two years,® forced
them to give only a fifth, because we have a great rule: “One who dispenses [his money to
charity] should not dispense more than one-fifth.”’ Also, after giving one fifth, they will have
four fifths for food in their households during the years of plenty. After seven years of plenty,
during which Joseph collected one-fifth of each annual harvest, they would have the equivalent of
seven-fifths of an annual harvest remaining, [to be spread over] the two years of famine. As

5 Gen. 41:5-6.

¢ Ibid.

7 Judah Loew ben Bezalel (d. 1600) (“Maharal of Prague”), Gur Aryeh al haTorah (Prague 1578).

8 Rashi on 47:19: “As soon as Jacob came to Egypt a blessing came with his arrival: they began to sow and the
famine came to an end. Thus do we read in the Tosefta of Sotah [10:3].” The translator does not know if there is a
source that Joseph knew that the famine would only last two years.

? Ketubot 50a.



noted above, after taking one-fifth for each year during the year of plenty, they had four-fifths
remaining in [each] year. Thus, they would still need one fifth, because if during each of the
seven years of plenty, they were able to manage with four-fifths of a year’s worth of grain, then
for two years of famine, they would need four-fifths times two, or eight fifths. Therefore, it says,
“and let the grain be collected under Pharaoh’s authority,”'® as if to say, even though
everyone will give a fifth, even so, Pharoah will collect and store much more from his own
crops, in order to complete that missing fifth for his people at the end of the second year of
famine.
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In this way the reason will be understood, that after Jacob came and the famine
ceased, Joseph told [the Egyptian people] (Genesis 47:24), “and when harvest comes, you
shall give one-fifth to Pharaoh.”'! Why did he place this law upon them, to continue taking
one fifth of the people’s crops, after the end of the famine? Only because in the seven years of
the famine, which actually would end after two years, Pharaoh had to give more than one fifth
of his own crops, as we have said above, to complete the missing one fifth that his people would
need for the end of the second year of the famine. That was more than his own share, therefore
[Joseph] put this law upon [the Egyptian people], so that Pharaoh would be made whole again.
Also, because the famine ended in the merit of Pharaoh, and if the famine had not ended,
they would have needed from the start to give more than a fifth, and therefore now they will
give a fifth to Pharaoh.
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10 Gen. 41:35.
T Gen. 37:24.



