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Oneg Shabbas explores drinking in the weekly Torah portion, along with timely essays on drinking in Jewish life.

Yoseph Sending Provisions to His Father
Rabbi Drew Kaplan

When one is saying farewell to someone, it can certainly be helpful to
send food with them to accompany them on their way. While we see that
in our own lives, it is also quite true as we read in the book of Genesis. We
see this as we read of Yoseph sending provisions with his brothers back
to their father. While Ya’akov has missed out on all the drama going on in
Egypt, as Yoseph reveals his identity to his brothers, he thoughtfully
sends back provisions with them, seemingly not only for them to take
back to Egypt, but also for their travels (Gen. 45:21-23):
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had commanded, and he supplied them  Dp711 NV1D 1977V

with provisions for the journey. Toeach 0727 (22) 1T7 NTY
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provisions for his father on the journey. 77 1'aN7imi on71
While it is incredibly understandable and reasonable that he would send
food with them for the way, is that all he sent them? While the phrase
“best of Egypt” might simply refer to the foods that are mentioned within
these verses as being amongst the highest quality in Egypt, could “the
best of Egypt” also include beverages?

Talmudic Take on “Best of Egypt”

Indeed, there is a third-century sage who suggests that “the best of
Egypt” might include more than simply food (Megillah 16b):

What are “the good things of Egypt”? ?"0NN 1VN” 'ND

Rabbi Binyamin bar Yefet said: "Rabbi MM N9! 1210112 '271 NN
Elazar said: 'He sent him wine, which
the elderly find pleasing."
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(Please note that the verb Rabbi Elazar
uses is W (or Mw), which is the term
found in many manuscripts (see MS
Vatican 134, MS Oxford Opp. Add. fol. 23
(366), MS Goettingen 3, MS NY- Columbia
X 893 T 141, MS Munich 95). The only
manuscript that witnesses n7w is MS
Munich 140, along with the printed
editions (Pesaro, Venice, & Vilna) (It
seems to have gotten inserted here as
n7w, which was used in the previous line,
seems to have got accidentally copied
here.).)

(Another item to note is that all of the
manuscripts witness simply 1" (wine), with
most printed editions of the Talmud
witnessing that, as well. However, the
only printed edition which has [
([aged] wine) is the 19th century Vilna
edition, which is clearly an addition that
seems to have crept in for that printing.)
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As to why he sent him wine, Rabbi Shlomo Yitzhaki (1040-1105)
(popoularly known as Rashi) comments (" 17 2w 0" 7,2 1770 n'7'an 7V 1"'wN):

Since the elderly find it pleasing, 1IN NNI1 D271 NVTY 197
this is the best thing of all for him. 7O0 N 172100 TN AT

While this may be true that the elderly find wine pleasing, why would he
send him wine? While
it may be true that it
provides comfort to

the aged, it does not! 5£
seem to be something ¥ 4
restricted to elderly) Sy
people, as wine can’ JERAa |
provide comfort to .,__""L_,_ '
quite a wide range ofi: '
ages. Nevertheless,
there is  certainlyfeid ;
something quite ad A e 8
understandable with this gift to his father that it should be wine insofar as
it would be something that brings comfort to him.

Rashi Describing the “Best of Egypt”

In his commentary to the verse in our Torah portion, Rashi mentions not
only this rabbinic suggestion, but another midrashic suggestion, as well
(0M¥N 210N N"T "N NN 7Y ")

We find in the Talmud that he sent him

wine, which old people like very much

(Megillah 16b), and a narrative midrash

states that he sent him split beans 103 NTAN BT

(Genesis Rabbah 94:2). 719 ‘7Y
As we read Rashi’s comment on this verse, two aspects stick out. The first
of these is Rashi’s mentioning both of these possibilities from the Talmud
and the midrash, why not just stick with one of them? However, what is
the significance of these beans? To understand what is going on, let’s
check out the midrash (2:7"¥ N2 N'WNI2):

This is split beans, which are effective in 7i9 7¢i 0N it

soothing the uneasiness of the soul W91 Ni7'V 7V NINY
With this midrash explanation as to the split beans, the key words are
clearly about providing soothing to the uneasiness of the soul, which is
interesting, as it sounds as if Yoseph is aware, perhaps from his brothers,
as to how difficult things have been going for their father. As such, this
seems to be his overture to their father to help ease his situation and to
provide comfort to him, even though he, himself, hasn’t been in contact
with his father. Ultimately, it turns out that his father later on self-
describes his life as having been difficult (Gen. 47:9).

TN7N111¥n
nYTY 1" i7 N'7we
000 NNi 0177

Returning to Rashi’s description is the other matter, which is his
description that matches Rabbi Elazar’s notion of Yoseph sending his
father wine; wouldn’t anybody/everybody be eased with wine? Would not
everybody find wine to be pleasing? This certainly seems superfluous,
although it would seem that sending wine is a pleasant and calming gift.
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Addition to Rashi’s Description of “Best of Egypt”
While it seems that Rashi verbatim quoted Rabbi Elazar, there were
some manuscripts that faithfully stayed true to Rashi’s words, there
were also some that did not. In fact, according to AlHaTorah.org, most
manuscripts witness Rashi as having written “wine” (1) (MSS Leipzig 1,
Munich 5, Hamburg 13, Leiden 1, Oxford 34, London 26917, Roma
printed edition, and most of the witnesses of the Babylonian Talmud),
whereas one manuscript (MS Oxford 165) witnesses an additional word
(and, it would seem, some of the printed editions of the Babylonian
Talmud): “old wine” (jwr ).

While it is unclear whence this additional word of “old” came - was it
first something that crept in through a scribe adding it to Rashi’s
commentary and then, somehow made it into the Vilna printed edition,
or some other manner, it is nevertheless fascinating to consider why
this scribal addition was made. Indeed, if, after all, simply wine would be
good for anyone, what is special about it?

Rabbi Luria’s Commentary on Rashi’s Addition to the
Talmudic Description of “Best of Egypt”

Quoting an earlier commentator, Rabbi Shabbethai ben Yoseph Bass

(1641-1718) wrote ((0171 NVTY @' 1" 0"T /NA"D:N"N N'UNID ,0NDON MOY

1N NN):
Rabbi Shlomo Luria (1510-1573) wrote: N7Tn 7"wnnn and
"Since it is not written in the Torah what 2100 INN N1722MD
was the good thing that Yosef sent him, nInynw 17 N'7wY
it implies that it was not something QYN 1IRY 12T NIN
notable. So why did he send it to him? 197 17 N'7¥ Nn'7I
Because for Yaakov it was good. 127210 NN AVITY
Therefore, he comments that it was NI R NINY w19
aged wine, which is generally not so 72 72 2wN 12T 1IN
notable, but it was noteworthy to 2IWN 12T NN A7V
Yaakov because old people derive NNI1 0171 NVUTY 197
pleasure from it." 7"2V 'ID1 1NN

In Rabbi Luria’s take on this episode, he opines that this suggestion of
aged wine, despite it not being mentioned in our Torah portion, was
generally not notable. Indeed, this is a pretty fascinating balancing act for
Rabbi Luria: one the one hand, it is special enough to be considered as
“amongst the best in Egypt”, yet not special enough to be specified in the
Torah. However, he balances this out by specifying that aged wine is
special to Yaakov, owing to both his being old, as well as seeking to derive
pleasure from it.

A Further Consideration of the Scribal Addition to Rashi’s

Commentary
As you may able to surmise, the scribal addition of that one word: “old”
()& to describe the wine spread significantly, enough so to the point that
the commentaries to Rashi’s commentaries were writing about this aged
wine. Indeed, this offers us an opportunity to consider further what might
have driven this broader understanding of this wine being aged wine,
rather than standardly aged wine.

If one were to send old wine, that might be something that would actually
constitute not only something that would seem to be comforting to
elders, but also something that would be amongst “the best of Egypt”.
Moreover, since Egypt is not a wine-growing region, they would have had
to import the wine, aged it in wine cellars in Egypt, and then now being
offered for export out from Egypt, all of which would have bore quite
some time, labor, and expense.

In this respect, while it would not have been wine that originally came
from Egypt, it would have been improved (made better) by its time in

Egypt. Perhaps, then, there is some aspect to this aging in Egypt that
aided its quality, perhaps from the air in Egypt. This is certainly
something that would make it significant and amongst the best to be
found in Egypt and why the scribes may added this descriptor here.

Improving in Age Like Fine Wine

Another aspect that this scribal addition to Rashi’s commentary
accomplishes is providing 7 T -
both a better articulation of
how it is pleasurable, as well
as somehow pleasing for the
elderly. Some of this is
achieved with a higher level of
being pleased with the higher
degree of complexity, a higher
degree of calmness in the
wine, and alcohol content in
aged wine over non-aged wine.
Maybe this achieves a sense of
contentment for the elderly
more so than the non-
elderly....

While this suggestion of aged wine rather than simply wine achieves
something for anyone who may drink it, perhaps there is another notion
taking place. Perhaps, these scribes sought to provide something of a
poetic nature to this gift: whereas Ya’akov is aged, so, too, is this wine.
However, it's not simply saying that the wine is old as Yoseph’s father is
old, but when wine ages, it settles down, it matures, it improves, it
develops more character and complexity, so it seems to be that these
added aged characteristics that improve the wine over time is something
that Yoseph is also yearning and hoping for when he sees his father after
not having seen him for over two decades: that he yearns to see that his
father has matured, has developed, and has become refined with time. In
this respect, it almost seems to yield an aspiration that Yoseph really
hopes to see his father having been developed and improved after all
this time.

Thus the scribal addition of this description of this wine being aged may
provide us with an insight that these scribes sought to see this gift on
Yoseph’s behalf of hoping to see his father as having become refined,
more complex, more settled, and calmer than when he last saw him over
two decades before. Alternatively, perhaps this wine being aged may
reflect a framing of Yoseph as experiencing Egypt as a calmer, less
turbulent, and a more complex place to live than in the land up in which
he grew amidst the challenges he had to face with his antagonistic
brothers. In this respect, this aged wine can exemplify the best of Egypt.

Conclusion

As we read of the various provisions that Yoseph sends with his brothers,
we also read of him sending items for his father, whom he hasn’t seen in
over two decades. As wine is an important beverage, for both enjoying
and as a gift, why would he not have sent wine? Indeed, this gift of wine
should have been significant enough to warrant mention, yet, it did not.
While “the best of Egypt” may simply have been various food or sundry
items, perhaps he sent wine to provide succor to his aged father.
Moreover, perhaps this wine may have been something special - aged
wine, perhaps even as a way of demonstrating particular honor to his
father. Moreover, he may have sent aged wine to his father to indicate to
him that he saw him as refining over time, as wine does. Whether he sent
regular wine or aged wine, may we all be able to send wine and
experience the best that any land has to offer us.
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