9th Sunday after Pentecost
Sermon 8.14.11
Scripture: 	Genesis 45:1-15

These poor Clary children.  Cecelia had it easy, but for both Fiona’s and now Donal’s baptism, their services have been saddled with these epic stories of family life gone terribly wrong.  
Three years ago, when we baptized Fiona, we were spending the summer, as now, with the early stories of the Bible—the adventures and misadventures of the patriarchs.  It was Jacob’s story we heard then—this little brother who stopped at nothing to best his big brother, tempting him out of his birthright, tricking him out of his father’s blessing, taking off then for fear that Esau was out to get him.  It was a rivalry that spanned the length of their lives, and ended when each one came into himself—when at last they were each able to say to the other, “God has dealt graciously with me.  I have enough.  Keep what you have for yourself.”  And as I remember it, I preached to Fiona in particular, one little sister to another, that she take the opportunity of baptism as a naming ceremony to come into herself—not to make the mistake Jacob made, ever ensnared by envying his older sibling, but to begin with the knowledge that God has dealt graciously with her and that to be Fiona is itself to be great, to be as God has called her to be.  
Three years later, we find ourselves back in Year A, this first of the three-year lectionary cycle, which means we’re back with the patriarchs.  But it’s later in the summer that Donal is being baptized, so we’re later in the story—one generation later to be exact.  We’re hearing about Jacob’s many children, the second youngest of which is the gifted and beloved Joseph.  All the sons are to be great—patriarchs themselves of the 12 tribes of Israel.  But Joseph is somehow special.  Now, I don’t suppose it’d be welcome to wonder if Donal will the be the second youngest of his family—though the Clary’s did just put an addition on their house so there’s room for more.  But it’d perhaps be a blessing if Donal’s life didn’t fall too completely in line with Joseph’s.  After all, though Joseph was his father’s favorite, among his brothers he was envied and hated.  
Perhaps you know the story—but perhaps you don’t.  So I’ll tell it.  It’s a good one.  
Joseph was the first born of his father’s favorite wife.  In all there were four women with whom Jacob, now known as Israel, had children—two wives and two servants.  And the one he loved best was Rachel, so the sons he loved best were Joseph and Benjamin.  
Joseph seemed doubly blessed, though, because he also had charisma, that mysterious power that comes from who-knows-where, and that makes for a compelling leader and a wise interpreter of things.  He wasn’t wise, though, in how he came into this.  Once, when Joseph had had two dreams that indicated he’d lord power over his brothers, he went ahead and told his brothers about it.  
It only enflamed their envy more, to the degree that they soon decided to kill him—or most of them did.  Reuben urged, and at last persuaded, them not to.  He suggested they just abandon him in a pit.  He implied that he’d eventually die here, and that should satisfy.  But he actually intended to go back for Joseph and to deliver safely back to his father.  The ten agreed to the pit-plan, and so they lowered him into one and left him there.  But then they thought of something even better: to sell Joseph into slavery and then to fake his death.  So they did.  They sold him to some Ishmaelites on their way to Egypt, and they took his coat that their father’d had made special for him—a coat with sleeves misunderstood once as a coat of many colors or a “Technicolor dreamcoat”—and they dipped it in goats’ blood to make it appear as if he’d been killed by a wild animal in the wilderness.  They brought the coat to their father Israel who was devastated—all of which happened without Reuben’s knowledge, so when he returned to rescue Joseph from the pit he despaired to find him gone and suspected his brothers of the worst.
And it worked.  Jacob cum Israel was fooled, and terribly aggrieved.  And the brothers were free of their awful envy.  Meanwhile, Joseph was brought to Egypt and made a slave in Potiphar’s household—he who was a captain in Pharaoh’s palace guard.  
And he did well there, earning the respect of his master, but also the notice of his master’s wife.  When he refused her advances, she accused him of trying to force himself on her, which landed him in prison.  Some time into the indefinite sentence, two other servants joined him there, and both had dreams that puzzled them.  So Joseph interpreted the dreams.  And his interpretations proved true.  But this was a fact forgotten until two years later when one of those men, restored now to service, learned that Pharaoh had had a dream that puzzled him, even worried him.  That was when the servant recalled Joseph in the dungeon.  He told Pharaoh about him, and Joseph was sent for.
He was cleaned up and brought before Pharaoh, and he listened as Pharaoh told him the dream.  Without hesitation, he explained its meaning—that Egypt would enjoy seven years of plenty, but then would have to endure seven years of drought and famine.  For this, Pharaoh would need to plan, to store up and ration out grain for the people.  And so he would also need someone to organize the effort.  
Joseph was thirty years old when he entered the service of the Pharaoh king of Egypt.  And he managed by the time those plentiful seven years were up to store up grain in such abundance—like the sand of the sea—that he stopped measuring it; it was beyond measure.
Egypt, however, wasn’t alone in the time of famine.  All the region suffered it, not least the land of Canaan; all the region also knew that grain could be found and bought in Egypt.  So Jacob sent ten of his sons to Egypt for food, but he kept Benjamin home with him out of fear that harm might come to him.  And when the ten arrived in Egypt, it was Joseph they dealt with.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Joseph recognized them, but they didn’t recognize him.  So he treated them as strangers, testing them as to why they’d come, interrogating them as to who they were and what family they’d come from, imprisoning them for three days on trumped-up charges, and finally freeing them only on the condition that they go home and then return to Egypt with their youngest brother.  To guarantee their return, he would keep one of the ten—keep Simeon as a slave for collateral.  Then he loaded their donkey with grain, but also with the money they’d used to buy it, so it would appear that they’d stolen this load.
They only realized this when they were back home, and they were terrified by it.  It only made the idea of going back with Benjamin—Benjamin to free Simeon—even more unimaginable.  So they stayed where they were, for as long as they could, until they all were out of food again.  And when at last they ventured out, they brought him them not just Benjamin but also the payment they owed and a few gifts besides. 
When they arrived they were told they would dine with the master in his house.  So they prepared themselves for when Joseph was to arrive, at noon.  
When he did, according to the story, he asked about their welfare, and said, “Is your father well, the old man of whom you spoke? Is he still alive?”  They said, “Your servant our father is well; he is still alive.”  And they bowed their heads and did obeisance.  Then he looked up and saw his brother Benjamin, his mother’s son, and said, “Is this your youngest brother, of whom you spoke to me? God be gracious to you, my son!”  With that, Joseph hurried out, because he was overcome with affection for his brother, and he was about to weep.  So he went into a private room and wept there.  Then he washed his face and came out; and controlling himself he said, “Serve the meal.”
Later on, when the donkeys were loaded once again and all eleven sons of Israel were going now to return to Israel, Joseph planted his silver cup in Benjamin’s sack.  And he sent them off.  And then he sent off his steward, telling him to follow them and to search their sacks for the stolen item—which he did, finding it in the last sack he searched, Benjamin’s, all the while the other brothers went from confused at the accusation to terrified that the accusation proved true.  And they wept and tore at their clothes.  
Taken once again to Joseph, they were overwrought.  But Joseph explained that only the one in whose possession the cup was found would be made to stay as a slave; the rest were free to return home.  
This didn’t do much to relieve their dread.  Judah was the one to speak: “Our father said to us, ‘You know that my wife bore me two sons; one left me—torn to pieces—and I have never seen him since.  If you take this one also from me, and harm comes to him, you will bring down my grey hairs in sorrow to Sheol.’  Now therefore,” Judah pleaded of Joseph, “when we come to our father and the boy is not with us, then, as his life is bound up in the boy’s life, when he sees that the boy is not with us, he will die… Now therefore, please let your servant remain as a slave to my lord in place of the boy; and let the boy go back with his brothers.  For how can I go back to my father if the boy is not with me? I fear to see the suffering that would come upon my father.”
It was then that Joseph could no longer control himself.  It was then that Joseph made himself known to his brothers and that he wept so loudly everyone in the household could hear it.  And it’s one of the loveliest scenes in scripture, I think: Joseph saying, “I am your brother, Joseph, whom you sold into Egypt.  And now do not be distressed, or angry with yourselves, because you sold me here; for God sent me before you to preserve life…So it was not you who sent me here, but God.”
Walter Brueggemann is one of the best living Old Testament scholars.  He writes of this revelation in his book The Threat of Life: Sermons on Pain, Power and Weakness.  “Joseph…is willing to host the hidden, inscrutable, unresolved purpose of God for his life that is beyond his control….He is willing to trust a purpose for his life that is larger than his own horizon.”  And he imagines Joseph saying, “I became aware that my life was more than the sum of my little fears, my little hates, and my little loves.  My life is larger than I imagined, and I decided to embrace the largeness that is God’s gift for my life.”
Baptism is many things.  A naming ceremony at which time we learn who and whose we really are, a rebirthing ceremony at which time we die to death and rise to Christ, a cleansing ceremony at which time we recognize our sin and the reality of God’s grace for our salvation—baptism is many things.  One more comes now to mind—that baptism might be the dawning of such awareness that our lives are more than the sum of our little fears, our little hates, our little loves; that we might instead welcome that hidden, inscrutable, unresolved purpose of God for our lives that is beyond out control, beyond even our seeing; and that we trust life as an arena in which the good purposes of God are at work among us in ways we don’t even recognize.  
It’s a bit lofty, I suppose, to think Donal is up to such a theologically-minded task, though I don’t doubt that children, even those as young as Donal, have a spirituality that is deeper than most adults might recognize.  In any case, certainly those who hold Donal in mind and in prayer—his parents and godparents, his grandparents and aunts and uncles, his church—can hold in mind too that his life will be great.  It may well not include saving his family from famine or leading a nation of people in mercy and wisdom.  But it certainly will afford him opportunities to offer forgiveness.  (Family life always does!)  It certainly will include times when, though he’s the littlest, he’ll exert power and speak the truth.  And when he has enough life behind him to pause and take a long look back, may he see—may we all see—God at work, God making use of us for God’s good purpose. 
Here is where it begins.  
Thanks be to God.
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