"Family Issues"

Genesis 45:1-10, 14-15
I love Old Testament stories  They bring warmth, passion, and life to our Christian faith and often reveal how God works in the midst of our humanity.  In these stories, we hear our stories.  In the story of Joseph, we see conflict, jealousy, anger, hatred, revenge, guilt, and all the other human emotions which isolate us from God and our neighbor.  So, let me ask you: Who are you in today's story?

Are you Joseph?  Joseph was the next to last son.  According to the culture of his day, Joseph should have been almost the lowest man on the totem pole of importance in his family.  But Joseph has dreams of greatness over and above his older brothers, and Joseph doesn't mind flaunting his dreams of greatness right in their faces.

Joseph is also daddy's favorite and proudly wears his robe of many colors as we have come to call it.  This luxurious robe was given only to him by Jacob, their father.  The robe displays the disproportionate love which Jacob has toward only one of his sons, and Joseph vainly flaunts the robe right in front of his brothers.  But in all fairness, Joseph is just a boy at this point in the story.  He doesn't realize the repercussions of his pride until it is too late.  His pride isolates him from a loving relationship with his ten half-brothers.

Now, once in Egypt, Joseph rises to a position of power, wealth, and influence—and further isolation.  The story says Joseph drove a powerful chariot and wore expensive clothes.  He married an Egyptian girl from a prominent family.  And Joseph took an Egyptian name.  Names are significant in the Old Testament.  A name declares a person's heritage, culture, and background.  There’s a certain amount of power and influence vested in each name.  By dropping his Hebrew name in place of an Egyptian name, Joseph is renouncing his Hebraic heritage, background, and his family, and claims instead an Egyptian identity and the power vested in him by Pharaoh.  Our story says Joseph forgot all about his family, or at least he tried.
Now, who can blame Joseph for wanting to forget his family?  They sold him into slavery, and this helpless condition soon caused him to be thrown in jail for a crime he didn't commit.  But once in power, Joseph says he has forgotten all about his suffering—the pain, the slavery, the jail, his brothers.  But Joseph doesn't forget.  It is Joseph who recognizes his brothers when they come to buy food.  And every time he encounters them, Joseph runs to the isolation of his private room to weep.

I believe Joseph wants desperately to reach out to his family.  He wants to love them and be loved.  But he can’t forget the pain they have caused him.  So, Joseph exploits his power and plays manipulative games.  Joseph has been hurt, and the walls around his heart are tall and strong.  But in his isolation, he weeps.

But perhaps you identify more with the ten half-brothers.  Now, I don't mean to condone the ten brothers for selling Joseph into slavery.  Clearly, that self-serving act was wrong.  But in all fairness, can you blame them for being jealous and hurt?  Joseph flaunted his dream of greatness right in their faces.  He was the next to the youngest brother!  But what hurt worse was the way their father openly loved Joseph more.  Jacob overwhelmingly treated Joseph better, and that's not fair!

But let's face it.  Life is not always fair.  Some people do get special treatment, and we don't always get our fair share.  And when it happens to me, I usually get mad.  But when inequities happen within our families, it carries with it a very sharp pain.  As a result of life's inequities, we become jealous and angry.  And like the ten brothers, we learn to hate the source of our suffering, and so we do cruel things and say hateful words we don't really mean.  And without realizing it, we build a wall to protect ourselves.  Because of our anger, hatred, and pain, we build a wall around our hearts to separate us from anyone and anything that has ever hurt us.

And then do you know how we feel?  Deep, deep down inside, we feel guilty.  We try to hide the reality of our angry thoughts, manipulative schemes, and our jealous motivew.  We take the symbol of our jealousy—we take the coat of many colors and cover it with blood.   Like the ten brothers, we say to the world, "It was a wild animal that killed Joseph.  It wasn't me."  But deep inside, the anger, hatred, jealousy, and the pain is still there.  And so our lives become controlled, determined, and stifled by guilt and loneliness.  From our misguided efforts to protect ourselves, we inadvertently separate ourselves from fellowship with our brothers and sisters and fellow human beings.

So, are you Joseph with his vengeful pride and manipulative power, his emotional walls and isolation?  Or are you one of the ten brothers with their pain and emotional scars, their jealousy, anger, hatred, and their guilt?  Or perhaps you are like me.  I suppose I am a little of both.  If you see a little of yourselves in either of these two character types, then today's story has a word of good news for you and for me.

In today's scripture reading,  Joseph reveals his identity to his ten brothers.  But to really catch the emotional impact of this revelation, today's reading must be understood in light of the previous chapter.  In his position of power in Egypt, Joseph has been playing manipulative and deceitful games with his brothers.  Joseph kidnaps Benjamin, the twelfth son of their father, Jacob.  After the loss of Joseph, Benjamin became the new "favorite son" of Jacob.  Now, you would assume the ten half-brothers would have been just as jealous of Benjamin as they previously were of Joseph.  You expect to hear the brothers say, "Here we go again!  Daddy has a new favorite son."  But that is not what happens.  This time it’s different.

Lesson #1: The brothers remember the anguish that the loss of Joseph caused their father, and the brothers realize the loss of Benjamin would grieve their father to death.  So, this time they put aside their jealousy.  One of the ten brothers, Judah, steps forward.  Judah offers his life in place of Benjamin's.  Judah says, “Take me, and let Benjamin go free.  For the loss of this boy would grieve my father to death.  Take me instead.”
Joseph is touched by the words of Judah, and Joseph recognizes the pain he caused his father.  Joseph no longer wants to remain isolated in his Egyptian name and identity.  He sends all the Egyptians out of the room and he declares, "I am Joseph, is my father still alive?"  Overcome by his emotions, Joseph wept so loudly the Egyptians outside the door heard it.  Releasing himself from his isolation, Joseph makes himself emotionally vulnerable.  He didn’t want to remain hidden and isolated in his Egyptian name.  Happiness was not found in his Egyptian wealth, and power, and influence.  Joseph needed his family.  He needed his Hebrew identity.  He needed community.  The ten brothers and Joseph remember the pain they caused their father, and this time they chose a different path.
And here’s another lesson to be gleaned from this story.  Joseph no longer tries to forget or denty his suffering.  Instead, he simply moves beyond it.  He says to his brothers, "I am Joseph, whom you sold into slavery."  But he tells his brothers not to be upset or to blame themselves.  Joseph recognizes that God has taken their conflict and used it for a good purpose.  Despite the intentions of the jealous ten brothers and despite the pride of Joseph, God has been working in their lives.  Joseph says, "God sent me here to save lives."  God worked through Joseph who interpreted the dreams of Pharaoh.  Joseph organized the stockpiling of grain during the years of plenty so that countless lives could be saved during the drought.  Despite the intentions of Joseph and despite the intentions of the ten brothers, God provided a way that their conflict could result in a good purpose.

Here is another lesson.  Joseph no longer uses his position of power against his family.  Joseph learns to use his influence and power according to God's purposes.  Joseph no longer plays manipulative games.  Instead, he asks them to “come close.”  He invites them to live in the land of Goshen where he can help them.  Joseph no longer wants to be isolated.  He wants his family.  God has been working in Joseph's life.
God has also been working in the lives of the ten brothers.  God has moved the ten brothers beyond their jealousy.  Judah remembers the pain the alleged death of Joseph caused his father.  Judah realizes that losing Benjamin would kill his father.  And Judah offers up his own life in place of his brother.

Now, I want to clarify my point here.  I don't think God asks us to continually offer ourselves up as a living sacrifice to people who only want to manipulate and hurt us over and over again.  Instead, I think this passage is about seeing how God has been working in our lives.  I think it is about seeing how God has led us to a point in our lives where we can start taking responsibility for our own actions.  It is about tearing down our walls, walls that not only separate us from our families but from the world.

Finally, there’s a lesson about emotional closeness.  I believe we all need to feel close to someone.  But I think we also need closeness in all of humanity.  Deep, deep inside of us, we all need each other, the whole world—loving our neighbor as we love ourselves.  And scripture tells us that’s exactly what God is ultimately doing—reconciling the world into a family of humanity.

Now, there are many things keeping this family of humanity from happening.  But in my opinion, the biggest reason is our refusal to hear, accept, and believe the good news of the Gospel.  In Jesus Christ, we are forgiven.  As today's story continues in Genesis, this becomes a problem for Joseph's half-brothers.  The brothers wouldn’t let themselves hear the good news of forgiveness.  In today's passage, Joseph told them not to be afraid and not to blame themselves.  Joseph cried and kissed them, but apparently, they didn’t really believe they were forgiven.

In the final chapter of Genesis, it’s 17 years after Joseph revealed his identity to his brothers.  It’s also the occasion of their father's death.  The brothers are sure that with their father's death, Joseph will now seek his revenge.  The brothers have continued living in guilt and fear for 17 years, and this fear undoubtedly continues to separate the brothers.  They come to Joseph and again beg for forgiveness.  They offer themselves to him as slaves.  They worry and fret, and once again Joseph says, "Don't be afraid!"

That is a message I hope you will hear:  "Don't be afraid."  In our world today, people are isolated, trapped, and alone behind their walls of fear, anxiety, and guilt.  People are afraid.  Each of us has done things we regret, and God calls us to repent.  But my friends, God also offers forgiveness.  There is no need to remain isolated in your guilt and fear.  Daily repent, and daily accept, believe and embrace the good news of the Bible: In Jesus Christ, we are forgiven.  So, be reconciled!  
Let us Pray:

O God of all generations and all families, we pray that we, as a congregation, might recognize and embrace our identity as a family, formed, empowered and birthed by you.  Help us to understand ourselves and each other.  Help us to forgive ourselves and each other, and together help us to love each other and serve each other, so we can more dearly love you and love and serve our community.  Amen.
David A. Cagle

February 20, 2022

Introduction of Scripture reading:

Today's Old Testament scripture reading comes from the book of Genesis 45: 1-10; 14-15.  Joseph's ten half-brothers have come to Egypt to buy food during a great famine.  It has been many years since the brothers kidnapped Joseph and sold him into slavery.  The ten half-brothers don't recognize Joseph, but Joseph recognizes them.

Joseph is now second in command to Pharaoh, and he has the power of life and death over his ten brothers.  Joseph is facing an internal struggle.  He is torn between his love for his brothers and his anger and rage over the pain and suffering that they have caused him.

Today's Old Testament scripture reading is a very passionate speech in which Joseph declares his identity to his brothers:
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