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The next year of the famine, the lot of the average Egyptian gets worse still: 
having given up their money and livestock, everyone but the families of priests 
(such as Joseph’s father-in-law) must now give their lands to Pharaoh. Not 
only does Joseph have them sell their land, he also has them leave it: “And he 
removed the population town by town, from one end of Egypt’s border to the 
other” (47:21). Rashi, far from being disturbed by Joseph’s part in this national 
tragedy, draws an explicit connection between it and the welfare of Joseph’s 
immediate family. “Joseph transferred the nation from city to city as a 
reminder that they no longer have any portion in the land. So he settled the 
residents of one city in its fellow [city]. Scripture did not have to write this but 
[did so] to inform you of Joseph’s praise—that he intended to remove disgrace 
from upon his brothers, so that [the Egyptians] should not call [his brothers] 
exiles.”For now, as the Artscroll edition clarifies with reference to a Talmudic 
passage [BT Hullin 60b], “after their resettlement, the Egyptians, too, were 
exiles.” 
This is, to me, a truly incredible commentary on an incredible verse of 
Scripture. Imagine: Joseph removes the opprobrium of exile from all of his 
family by rendering every Egyptian an exile! I can understand the lack of 
distaste for Joseph’s role among major commentators, and even their lack of 
interest. After all, he was merely carrying out the will of Pharaoh, who as the 
god-king of Egypt had the right to do with his people as he pleased. One does 
not expect or demand justice of an absolute ruler. What is more, God is the 
apparent behind-the-scenes mover of all these events. It is God Who has 
placed Joseph in Pharaoh’s court for the purpose of preserving the family of 
Israel during famine. God has caused the Children of Israel to come to Egypt, 
having them suffer so as to eventually take them out of there with a strong 
hand and outstretched arm .With that larger drama in mind, it’s hard to fault 
Joseph for the role he plays. Pharaoh, lord of Egypt, believes that he is 
running the show, but Joseph knows, as we do, that in truth the Lord of 
Heaven and Earth is in charge. And besides, it is no surprise that the 
commentators are not upset at the suffering of the people who soon 
afterwards (Exodus 1:13) “enslaved the Children of Israel with crushing labor” 
and presumably acquiesced in Pharaoh’s plan for genocide. 
But note that, as Rashi himself makes clear, there is a direct connection 
between the events that transpired in the time of Joseph and the eventual 
enslavement of his descendants: “A new king arose over Egypt, who did not 
know Joseph” (Exod. 1:8). Rashi reports the Talmudic opinion that he was 
perhaps the same king who ruled in Joseph’s time, but that he issued new 
edicts, acting as if he did not know Joseph. In fact, the pharaoh knew Joseph 

all too well. Having used him and his family for his own ends quite effectively, 
Pharaoh—having no more use for them as retainers—now turns them into slaves. 
Pharaoh declared to his nation, in effect, “Remember Joseph, to whom you said 
(Gen. 47:25), ‘You have saved our lives! We are grateful to my lord, and we shall 
be serfs—avadim—to Pharaoh,’ this as Joseph’s own family settled on the very 
best land of Egypt, acquiring holdings in it at the very moment you lost your 
holdings (v. 27)—let’s now make them into our avadim, our slaves.” So, “the 
Egyptians enslaved the children of Israel” (Exod. 1:13). And—I continue 
supplying the subtext to Pharaoh’s decree—“Remember how Joseph removed 
you le’arim, to cities, while he and his family lived in the Rameses area of 
Goshen? How about if we put them to work building store-cities, arei miskenot, 
including one in Rameses?” (Exod. 1:11).  
The Torah always works on the principle of measure for measure. What goes 
around comes around. Joseph, for reasons beyond his control, had been 
complicit in the enserfment of Egypt. His descendants—for reasons beyond 
their control—will one day be enslaved by those same Egyptians (the Hebrew 
word is the same in both cases). Pharaoh thinks he is in control of policy, and so 
of history, but is actually subservient to a Higher Power. Jacob recognizes this in 
the blessing he bestows on Joseph in next week’s portion (Gen. 48:15-16), and 
we, the readers of Torah, are reminded of it again and again. Human beings 
have a measure of freedom, which we are called to use in the service (a third use 
of ד.ב.ע. , the word for serf and slave) of God. The natural human tendency is to 
focus on events of a scale we can comprehend and even shape: family relations, 
communal affairs, local politics, the news today, and what we can expect 
tomorrow. But the Torah makes it clear that our private circumstances are 
directly impacted by the story of our people. We are connected to a past and 
future much larger and grander than we can know. 
The people Israel have an outsized role to play in that story, whether as Israelites 
in the Pharaoh’s house or present-day Jews in the White House. Actions taken 
by Jewish advisers and Gentile rulers in present circumstances, whatever they 
may be, will inevitably reverberate far into the future—in ways that are by 
definition impossible for all concerned to predict. Jacob will die in next week’s 
portion, as will his son Joseph, but the portion is entitled Vayehi—“and he 
lived”—because God lives, and the Jewish people live, and therefore the story in 
which Jacob and Joseph once figured, and in which you and I figure today, 
continues to twist and turn its way through history. 
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