Creation in Peril: Famine in the Old Testament

TEXT A. Joseph

Genesis 41:46-49; 53-57 [NRSV]

46 Joseph was thirty years old when he entered the service of Pharaoh king of Egypt.

... ¥During the seven plenteous years the earth produced abundantly. “8He gathered up all
the food of the seven years when there was plenty in the land of Egypt, and stored up food
in the cities; he stored up in every city the food from the fields around it. **So Joseph stored
up grain in such abundance—like the sand of the sea—that he stopped measuring it; it was
beyond measure.

>3 The seven years of plenty that prevailed in the land of Egypt came to an end; >*and the
seven years of famine began to come, just as Joseph had said. There was famine in every
country, but throughout the land of Egypt there was bread. >>When all the land of Egypt was
famished, the people cried to Pharaoh for bread. Pharaoh said to all the Egyptians, ‘Go to
Joseph; what he says to you, do.” *®And since the famine had spread over all the land,
Joseph opened all the storehouses, and sold to the Egyptians, for the famine was severe in
the land of Egypt. >’Moreover, all the world came to Joseph in Egypt to buy grain, because
the famine became severe throughout the world.

Genesis 47:13-21; 22-25 [NRSV]

13 Now there was no food in all the land, for the famine was very severe. The land of Egypt
and the land of Canaan languished because of the famine. **Joseph collected all the money
to be found in the land of Egypt and in the land of Canaan, in exchange for the grain that
they bought; and Joseph brought the money into Pharaoh’s house. »When the money from
the land of Egypt and from the land of Canaan was spent, all the Egyptians came to Joseph,
and said, ‘Give us food! Why should we die before your eyes? For our money is gone.” 16And
Joseph answered, ‘Give me your livestock, and | will give you food in exchange for your
livestock, if your money is gone.” Y7So they brought their livestock to Joseph; and Joseph
gave them food in exchange for the horses, the flocks, the herds, and the donkeys. That year
he supplied them with food in exchange for all their livestock.

BWhen that year was ended, they came to him the following year, and said to him, ‘We
cannot 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. **Shall we die
before your eyes, both we and our land? Buy us and our land in exchange for food. We with
our land will become slaves to Pharaoh; just give us seed, so that we may live and not die,
and that the land may not become desolate.’

20 So Joseph bought all the land of Egypt for Pharaoh. All the Egyptians sold their fields,
because the famine was severe upon them; and the land became Pharaoh’s. 2!As for the
people, he made slaves of them from one end of Egypt to the other. ... 3Then Joseph said to
the people, ‘Now that | have this day bought you and your land for Pharaoh, here is seed for
you; sow the land. 2*And at the harvests you shall give one-fifth to Pharaoh, and four-fifths
shall be your own, as seed for the field and as food for yourselves and your households, and
as food for your little ones.” »They said, ‘You have saved our lives; may it please my lord, we
will be slaves to Pharaoh.’
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TEXT B. The Widow of Zarephath

1 Kings 17:8-16

8 Then the word of the LorRD came to him, saying, °‘Go now to Zarephath, which belongs to
Sidon, and live there; for | have commanded a widow there to feed you.’ *°So he set out and
went to Zarephath. When he came to the gate of the town, a widow was there gathering
sticks; he called to her and said, ‘Bring me a little water in a vessel, so that | may drink.” *'As
she was going to bring it, he called to her and said, ‘Bring me a morsel of bread in your
hand.” ?But she said, ‘As the LoRD your God lives, | have nothing baked, only a handful of
meal in a jar, and a little oil in a jug; | am now gathering a couple of sticks, so that | may go
home and prepare it for myself and my son, that we may eat it, and die.” *3Elijah said to her,
‘Do not be afraid; go and do as you have said; but first make me a little cake of it and bring it
to me, and afterwards make something for yourself and your son. *For thus says

the LORD the God of Israel: The jar of meal will not be emptied and the jug of oil will not fail
until the day that the LoRD sends rain on the earth.” 1>She went and did as Elijah said, so that
she as well as he and her household ate for many days. °The jar of meal was not emptied,
neither did the jug of oil fail, according to the word of the LorD that he spoke by Elijah.

TEXT C. Ruth and Boaz

Leviticus 23:22

When you reap the harvest of your land, you shall not reap to the very edges of your field,
or gather the gleanings of your harvest; you shall leave them for the poor and for the alien: |
am the Lord your God.

Deuteronomy 24:19

When you reap your harvest in your field and forget a sheaf in the field, you shall not go
back to get it; it shall be left for the alien, the orphan, and the widow, so that the Lord your
God may bless you in all your undertakings.

Ruth 2:15-16

When she [Ruth] got up to glean, Boaz instructed his young men, ‘Let her glean even among
the standing sheaves, and do not reproach her. You must also pull out some handfuls for her
from the bundles, and leave them for her to glean, and do not rebuke her!’
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