Sermon for Sunday 11th September – Genesis 50:15-21
Let’s pray… 

Both of our readings for this morning are about forgiveness, but we are going to mainly focus on our Old Testament reading. At the beginning of chapter 50 we read of Jacob’s instructions for after his death and the process of mourning and lamenting that follows as Joseph and his brothers carry out his wishes. As I’ve been looking at this passage, I’ve been reminded that grief is never just grief, it is as individual as those who are mourning and those whom they mourn. Of course, in the case of Joseph and his brothers, their experience has been shaped by the unhelpful family dynamics that they have known, those dynamics having led them to jealousy, wrong-doing, deceit, betrayal, and ultimately violence. 

Families are funny things – they can be our greatest joy or our greatest source of pain. I have to say that I have the great blessing of being brought up in a family which was nurturing and kind. However, I am the child of a second marriage and I understand, watching my 3 older half-brothers, that even in later life, the echoes of mis-understanding and of the jealousy that arises from craving the attention of a father, can rumble almost inexplicably down the years. 

In Genesis, this story of a family struggling to come to terms with their history is set within a much bigger context. Jacob is the father of the nation of Israel, with his sons becoming the heads of its 12 tribes, and Joseph has had a role that has enabled the nation of Egypt and its neighbours to survive through years of huge threat and danger. This story is both large and small, it is both a description of the reconciliation of a family, as well as the laying down of foundations for future nations. 

Today, on the anniversary of 9/11, we too remember events that have affected us on different levels. For many, their lives have been affected in an intimate way, as fathers, mothers, friends, siblings, and children were lost on that terrible day, and we also remember how that day has had an impact on a vast scale, as nations were thrown into confusion, terror and then war, which has in turn brought more loss. So, how do we move forward? Can this telling of Joseph’s encounter with his brothers help to illuminate some of our thinking? 

Joseph’s family are living with the legacy of their past. Even though a significant time has now elapsed since the original act of betrayal and violence, and even though there has been a measure of reconciliation between them; the death of Jacob unveils the concern and fear that Joseph’s brothers now feel. They are worried that Joseph had been holding back his vengeance purely for the sake of his father. They say, “What if Joseph holds a grudge against us and pays us back for all the wrongs we did to him?” They don’t trust that Joseph’s forgiveness was real or lasting, that it was any more than lip-service. 

Suddenly, the cracks begin to show. Even though Joseph now holds all the power and he and his brothers seem to be living lives of freedom, we know it is isn’t that simple. Joseph’s brothers still feel the guilt of their past actions. If Joseph hasn’t been able to forgive them and has been carrying a grudge all these years, then they recognise that none of them are really free. And that is true for us all – if we cannot forgive, no-one is free… Un-forgiveness ties us to a point in the past, tethering us to the wrong-doing, and to those who perpetrated it. 

In their uncertainty, Joseph’s brothers lie in order to cover themselves. They make up final words from their father, asking Joseph to forgive his brothers, not for their own sake, but in his name. They then ask him for forgiveness themselves. They badly need to be reconciled, and this approach to him, even though it is a pretty botched job, does at least mean that there is a chance to say it all out loud. Even though we may not have the right words, or know how best to approach it, it is better to ask someone that we have hurt for their forgiveness, than to go on without that truthful encounter. We need to know the freedom of saying sorry and meaning it, albeit without lying as Joseph’s brothers did. We are told that, on hearing the brother’s message, Joseph wept. We have no way of knowing why he weeps. Part of me wonders if he weeps because he guesses that they have made this up, that it betrays their lack of trust in him, even after all this time. 

Joseph’s brothers appear and ‘throw themselves down before him’, 

throwing themselves quite literally upon his mercy. In this moment, they embody Joseph’s prophetic dreams from long ago that they so hated, where the corn and the stars fall down before him. This presents Joseph with the opportunity to remind them of that moment echoing down the years, brought once more to fulfilment. On a small scale he could have laughed at them and humiliated them; he could have taken the pain that they once inflicted upon him and rubbed their faces in it. On a much larger scale, given that he now had the power of a mighty nation behind him, he could have done everything to ensure that they and their children were wiped out forever. 

Joseph’s dream from God had showed him what was to come, that he would one day have power and authority such as this, however, what I’ve never noticed before is that God doesn’t use the dream to guide or direct Joseph as to what happens next. God doesn’t dictate to Joseph what his response should be, instead he has to choose, as in fact, we all do. And even though he hasn’t forgotten all that has past, he chooses the path of mercy. I don’t think that this is a case of carte blanche, nowhere does Joseph imply that the things that have happened don’t matter - being forgiven doesn’t mean getting away with something. In fact, we remember that when his brothers first turned up, he is careful to ensure that they are not the same people they once were, simply repeating their old ways. Having done so, he is willing to move on, Joseph acknowledges that the responsibility for passing judgement is not his, it is God’s and he allows himself to place them and all that they perpetrated against him firmly in God’s hands. He says: 

‘Don’t be afraid. Am I in the place of God?’ 

Incredibly, Joseph places not only their judgement in God’s hands, but he also allows himself to see a bigger picture at work, graciously acknowledging that God has taken the evil that they did and somehow managed to bring good out of the rubble of his life. Not that God maliciously caused it or wanted it to happen, but that he was able to use it for good in order that many lives would be saved. Of course, we can’t always say that about terrible situations, but we can, like Joseph allow God to be God and trust that somehow he can use any situation and bring something good out of it. 

At the end of this passage, we read this incredibly moving verse, as Joseph reassures his brothers once more - he says: ‘don’t be afraid. I will provide for you and your children…’ Sometimes the hurt and pain that has been inflicted upon us can reverberate down the generations, as unhealthy habits, attitudes and relationships are absorbed and replicated. But here, Joseph breaks the cycle. Rather than taking revenge on his brothers, which would in turn have had a destructive impact upon their children, affecting their prospects and promoting the cycle of violence and pain down their family tree, Joseph treats them well and kindly. He shows them compassion, modelling to the next generation something of the nature of God’s mercy and grace. As I reflected earlier, each of those brothers were to become the heads of the tribes of Israel. If Joseph had acted with vengeance upon the next generation, the shape and future of a whole nation would have been affected. We should never under-estimate how far-reaching our behaviour and attitudes can be. 

Whatever one thinks about the wars that have followed on from 9/11, and our role as a nation in the conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan, it has been illuminating to watch some of the documentaries that have been presented from the serving men and women’s perspective. What has been noticeable is, that whenever they have mentioned something as good and positive that remains behind as a legacy, they have nearly always referred to when they have been instrumental in enabling schools to be set up or re-established. Legacy is so important, and how we provide for and show compassion to the next generation, whatever our situation, is what gives the words that we speak real meaning.

So, where does this leave us? Are we thinking today of those hurts that we have known on a personal level? Or those hurts that are played out on the global stage? Can we entrust the pain and the hurt that we feel to God, knowing that he sees the bigger picture, and that he is the ultimate judge, not us. And can we walk in forgiveness? Not a forgiveness that is naïve and leaves us vulnerable to those who would seek to abuse and hurt us again, but a forgiveness that frees us from the past, and allows us to move forward, being able to see a different life for the next generation, and allowing God to use us to bring about that good. 

Let’s pray… 

Questions: 

What is the family that you grew up in like? Does it tend to make you smile or frown?

Have you been forgiven by somebody, or forgiven them yourself and wondered if it was entirely genuine after time has passed? In what ways do you relate to Joseph's brothers and their uncertainty?

The cracks began to show in their relationship after the death of their Father, Jacob. Do you think that is a common scenario? How might it be avoided in our own families?

Do you agree that you cannot be free without forgiveness? Either as the victim or the perpetrator... Can you elaborate on why you feel that way? 

As Joseph's brothers fall before him, how do you think you might have responded to them? 

It is mentioned that Joseph's brothers fall before him in a way that is reminiscent of Joseph's dreams. Have you had the experience of feeling that God has prepared you for a particular situation, but left you to choose how you acted as a result? 

How easy it is to do as Joseph did... to allow God to judge, and to see God at work in the bigger picture? 

Do you agree that we can trust God to bring good out of any circumstance? If so, or not, what makes you believe that? 

Joseph specifically lays down his intention to care for the next generation. How does this make you feel? Why is this important? And what are the implications for us today?

Can you share how this topic has left you feeling? How can we as a community help one another?
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