TURNING THE PICTURE OVER
Genesis 45:1-15

Matthew 

Philippians 2:12-13

Introduction
Before we hear the Word of God from Genesis, I invite you to do something.  On a corner of your bulletin, name a person or event that has hurt you.  This is for your eyes only…  Now tear off the corner and hold it in your hand as we listen to God’s Word.  

The text we are about to hear is the climax of one of the longest cycles of stories in the scripture.  It began with the story we heard with the children.  And it continues like this…
While in Egypt, several things happened.  Joseph became a slave in a household of Potiphar, an official of the pharaoh.  Potiphar’s wife had her eye on Joseph and tried to seduce him.  When he resisted her invitations, she set him up and had him imprisoned.  While he was in prison, he gained a reputation for being able to interpret the prisoners’ and guards’ dreams.  Eventually, this skill got him released from prison.  He was called to Pharoah, who had had some troubling dreams of his own.  Joseph’s ability to interpret Pharoah’s dream led to stockpiling grain during years of plentiful harvests, so that Egypt would have enough food to feed the people in years of famine.  
During the years of famine, back in Canaan, Jacob’s family was running out of grain.  So the brothers went to Egypt to buy grain to feed the tribe.  By this time, Joseph has been appointed Pharoah’s right-hand man, and he is in charge of distributing the grain.  

Now we come to today’s text.  As it happens, one day Joseph goes to work and comes face to face with his brothers.  Because Joseph now has an Egyptian name, and is dressed in Egyptian finery, and because Joseph is no longer a boy but a grown man, the brothers do not recognize him.

But Joseph recognizes them.  

Let us hear the Word of God.  Genesis 45:1-15




_____________________________















How did Joseph do it?

How did Joseph forgive his brothers after the cruelty they had shown him – the years they had stolen from him, when he was a slave, when he lay in prison?

Most of us know that Jesus wants us to forgive our enemies, to bless those who persecute us, as he teaches us in the Sermon on the Mount in Matthew.  And many of us would like to let go of the anger and bitterness and do what Jesus tells us to do-- or at least, we would like to want to do that.  But it hurts too much.

There is no doubt that Joseph had hurt a lot too.  The brothers themselves, in chapter 44, recall his cries of anguish in the pit, cries which they admit they had ignored.  Can you imagine Joseph’s terror in that pit?  or his rage when he was bound up and dragged into the slavetraders’ wagon?  or his grief upon being ripped from all that was familiar, cast on his own while he was a boy?

It was no small thing these brothers had done to Joseph.  It had altered the course of his life.

How then does Joseph meet them now with such generosity—in chapter 44 he lavishes money on them, and orders a feast to be prepared for them.  In chapter 45 he covers them with grace –“do not be distressed or angry with yourselves,” he says.  Everything is forgiven.  The slate is clean.

I for one would like to know – wouldn’t we all like to know – how Joseph has come to this?

Looking closely at the text, we have a clue:  Joseph listens to his life.

Joseph looks back upon his life, reviews its twists and turns, and lets it speak to him.  

Joseph has learned how to interpret events – he has been practicing this skill in prison and with Pharoah, helping others to find the meaning in the dreams and events of their lives.  So now, he listens to his own.

He could have done this in a variety of ways, and come to different conclusions.

He could have looked back on his life in the same way that the man in a bar in Alaska reviewed his life’s events.  The story goes that this man, on his way to getting drunk, is telling the bartender how he recently lost whatever faith he’d had after his twin-engine plane crashed in the tundra.


‘Yeah,” he says bitterly, “I lay there in the wreckage, hour after hour, nearly frozen to death, crying out to God to save me, praying for help with every ounce of my being, but God didn’t raise a finger to help.  So I’m done with that whole charade.”

“But”, said the bartender, squinting an eye at him, “you’re here.  You were saved.”  


“Yeah, that’s right,” says the man.  “because finally some darned Eskimo came along.”  (Anne Lamott, Traveling Mercies, p. 117)

When this guy listened to his life, all he could hear was himself.  When he reviewed events, he saw himself at the center, as the victim.  And this way of seeing things shaped the way he viewed the world, and lived his life.

Joseph has a different way of looking back.  He starts at a different point.  Before Joseph even begins to review and interpret the events in his life, he makes a fundamental assumption:   that someone else is in the picture.  God.  Joseph starts from the conviction that God is at work in a personal way in the events of history, both Egypt’s and his own, he presumes that God is sovereign, that God is good, loving.  Joseph starts with a belief in the providence of God.

Because Joseph begins from this starting point, his life review heads off in a different direction from the guy in the Alaska.  With this starting conviction, Joseph’s question is not ‘Why didn’t God help me in my trouble?”  Rather, Joseph’s question is  “What was God doing in my affliction?  What was God up to while I was in prison?  What is God saying to me through these events?”

Joseph sees himself and his brothers as part of a bigger story – they are members of a cast in a larger drama, a drama directed by God.  

This is not to say that God the Director caused the brothers to act cruelly – God is Director, not Puppeteer. Human beings have the freedom to move and act on their own, for good or ill.
But it is to say that in a world in which human beings are given freedom , God is not absent. The universe is an open system.  God continues to direct the plot and guide the course of events to God’s desired climax and conclusion… and “if we have our eyes, ears, and hearts open, the Director conveys to us from the wings how we can play our role in a way to enrich and ennoble and hallow the whole vast drama of things, including our own.”  (Frederick Buechner, Telling Secrets, p. 32)
In Jacob’s poor parenting,
in the brother’s jealousy,
in Joseph’s spoiled arrogance,
in the lust of Potiphar’s wife,
as well as in the mercy of Reuben and the kindness of the prison guard and the openness of Pharoah to the wisdom of a foreigner..

in good and bad, God moves through events to preserve and protect the people.  Amidst the machinations of mortals, God’s divine purposes snake their way to fruition.  
And Joseph perceives it all.  Joseph sees how the injustice, the anguish, the grief, and suffering are all gathered up for good, his own and others.  Three times he says in these short verses, “God sent  me before you…God sent me before you to preserve life…God sent me…”  Joseph grasps the truth which he will speak in a later chapter:  “You meant it for evil, but God meant it for good.”

It took years for things to become clear, but Joseph sees how all his suffering is redeemed, and he surrenders… he surrenders his right to be angry,

his right to get even,

even his right to make his brothers grovel or apologize.
And when Joseph surrenders to the sovereignty and providence of God, the plot twists yet again:  he is able to forgive his brothers, the family is reunited for the next chapter of God’s unfolding drama,  and Joseph’s tears of anguish mutate into tears of joy.

What do you hear when you listen to your life?

What do you see when you review the events of history – the world’s or your own?

The point from which you start your review will determine the outcome of it.

If you begin with skepticism about God’s providence, God may seem absent from the picture… events may seem random and without meaning or purpose.

But if you begin with the fundamental conviction that God is sovereign, that – as our confessions say – “God is personal and personally active in all his creation, …and in history, preserving, sustaining, and governing the created order”  (Leith, Reformed Doctrine, p. 81) then in all times and circumstances, in prosperity and in adversity alike, you will ask yourself “What is God doing through these particular events?  what is God teaching us?  what  is God giving me? what does it mean to be a person living in this particular time and in this particular place?”  (Leith, p. 81)
What is God doing in the economic turmoil of our day?  We may not believe God is causing it, rather than human ignorance or greed or blindness or fear – but if we believe in providence, then we affirm that God is working in the turmoil and we can expect the turmoil to be redeemed…
What is God doing in the uproar of the nations? 
What is God teaching us in the shifting and changing of the Christian church?
More personally, what has God been doing in the events of your life?

Even in the person whose name you hold tucked away in your hand right now?

The cross and empty tomb of Christ reveal and demonstrate that we can presume that God is sovereign – we can presume that in any anguish or event God is up to something gracious and good, though the divine purpose may be inscrutable to us for a long, long time.

In Christ, we see that God will gather up – and even now is gathering up – the injustices, the sins, the anguish, along with the glad serendipity of events – gathering it all up and putting all of it to work to preserve, sustain, and guide history, the world’s and yours, and mine.  In God’s economy, nothing is wasted.

Frederick Buechner, an author, Presbyterian minister, knows of anguish.  His father committed suicide when Fred was 10.  The next day, his mother made them vow never to speak of it, and they did not, even among themselves.  Years later he suffered more anguish, when his daughter battled anorexia.  He writes of these things as he reviews and listens to his life: “The sad things that happened long ago,”  he writes, “will always remain part of who we are just as the glad and gracious things will too, but instead of being a burden of guilt, recrimination and regret that makes us constantly stumble as we go, even the saddest things can become, once we have made peace with them, a source of wisdom and strength for the journey that lies ahead.”  (Telling Secrets, p. 33)
Frederick Buechner, like Joseph, saw God’s hand when he looked back; he heard God’s directing presence when he listened to his life.  When he did so, years after the wrongs were committed, he learned how God had redeemed his suffering, and put it to use for good.  That is how he and Joseph were able to make peace with it all.

The Apostle Paul takes it one step further.  Unlike Joseph, Paul did not have to look back.  He didn’t have to wait until his enemies stood before him, humbled and softened by regret.  Paul learned to trust the providence of God so completely that he could rejoice in the middle of suffering, and even embrace those who persecuted him while he was still in prison.  

“Shine like stars in the world,” he urges the early Christians in Philippi who themselves were tried and afflicted.  “Shine, because even now, in this particular time, and event, God is enabling you – or, as another translation puts it, God’s energy is deep within you , working-- in your mistakes, in your sorrow, even in your enemies --- to work and will his good pleasure.

Even now, the good and gracious God rules.
On the front of your bulletin there is a copy of a painting by the artist Gurevich.  I found it intriguing.
Do you see what is going on?  There are the brothers, throwing Joseph into the pit.

They are doing a terrible thing.  Joseph, the victim, dominates the scene.

We could leave it like that.  You could continue to look at life from that perspective, and see only the victim.

But if you turn it over, things look different.

Now you see Joseph with an Egyptian headdress, rimmed with jewels.  The pit has become a symbol of power.  The whole thing is turned around.  Joseph the victor dominates the scene.

There is something else that is curious.  I do not know if the artist intended this or not, but in the octagonal shape that is the pit, I also see a font, a baptismal font.

The place, the pit, in which we are buried with Christ, from which we rise to a new life.   

It seems fitting – because in baptism, it is not only our heads that are baptized.  It is also our minds, our perspective.  The old way of seeing life is turned on its head.  In baptism, we claim a new, different starting point for our lives, one where we ourselves are no longer in charge, but God is sovereign…

we submit our whole life to God’s direction, 
and we claim the promise that all of it --
failures, sorrow, triumphs, disappointments -- all of it will be covered with grace until we shine with joy.

In baptism, we turn the picture over, and it stays that way, forever.  Amen. 

Joseph and His Brothers

Gurevich
