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Last week, we heard about the day Jesus came down from a mountaintop retreat and looked 

over a large crowd of disciples and a great multitude of people from all over. All sorts of folks. 

From all sorts of places. Representing all sorts of situations and conditions.  

 

And I imagined Jesus looking around at this large and diverse gathering of humanity and 

wondering,  

“How in the world are we all going to live together in this world?” 

 

And then he answered his question with a vision of a world turned on its head: a world not 

divided between winners and losers, but everyone on a level playing field; none of us above 

another; none of us putting anyone down. Jesus invited us to re-imagine the world as it could 

be, not merely to accept things as they are.  

 

I remind you of all that because today is more of the same. Jesus is preaching the same sermon. 

He didn’t skip a beat. We took a week-long break, but Jesus didn’t take a break. 

 

But maybe he was aware that some people have heard enough. I think that’s why he prefaces 

everything we hear today with, “I say to you that listen …” Or more accurately, he’s saying 

something like, “If you’re still with me, if you’re still listening, here’s what you need to do.”  

 

And the long and the short of what follows is that he says we have to love everyone the way 

Jesus loves everyone he meets, the way God loves all God’s children. This kind of love has 

nothing to do with romance or liking or friendship. It has everything to do with whole-hearted, 

unreserved, unconditional concern for the well-being of the other. Whether they deserve it or 

not. Whether they’ll reciprocate or not.  

 

It may seem too much to ask. And maybe it is. And yet maybe it’s the only way to live in this 

world together – as children of one God, siblings in one family of humanity. 

 

The story of Joseph and his brothers from our first reading illustrates the point. Their family is a 

microcosm of the human family, which is to say theirs is a dysfunctional blended family. 

 

Before I say anything about what we heard here this morning, let me remind you of this 

family’s family dynamics. Jacob was the father of 12 sons, born of four different women. Jacob 

played never tried to hide his favoritism. He loved Rachel more than the other mothers of his 

other sons. And he felt more affection for Joseph and Benjamin, the two sons she bore him, than 

any of the other sons. Of the two favored sons, Jacob treasured Joseph the most.  
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And everyone knew it. Jacob spoiled Joseph. Maybe this is why Joseph was, truth be told, a 

brat. He was a tattletale. He’d come home and tell his father stories about what his big brothers 

got up to when they were supposed to be shepherding the flock. There was a robe Jacob made 

for him – sometimes remembered as “a coat of many colors.” Joseph loved that robe, and he 

wore it proudly, just to make sure they everyone knew he was their father’s favorite. And then 

there were the dreams! Joseph dreamed dreams that always ended with everyone in the family 

gathering in a circle around him and bowing down before him. And Joseph loved to tell 

everyone about his dreams. 

 

Jacob never hid his favoritism. And Joseph never shied away from flaunting it. And his brothers 

hated him that. Which is no excuse for what they did next. But it sets the context.  

 

Jacob sent the tattletale Joseph out to the fields to check on his brothers one day. The brothers 

saw him coming, and they seethed. And in that moment, they conspired to kill him. They 

stopped short of outright murder, in the end. There was some disagreement about the best way 

to handle Joseph, so they settled on throwing him into a pit and leaving him there to die (rather 

than killing him outright). It was the “compassionate” alternative. 

 

And they would have left him there to die, were it not for a caravan of Ishmaelites who 

happened to come along just then. So they sold him off as a slave instead. Whether he lived or 

died made no difference in the end. They’d never have to see or listen to him again either way. 

 

Did I mention that theirs was a dysfunctional blended family? 

 

Anyhow, that’s how Joseph came to be in Egypt. And maybe you’ll recall the ups and downs 

from there. Joseph was sold to an army commander and made a servant in his household. A 

scandal followed, landing Joseph in prison. But he remained a man of dreams even there. He 

gained a reputation for dreams and for knowing how to interpret them, resulting in a 

remarkable chain of events that brought him to the attention of the powers that be, for, as it 

happened Pharaoh was having a recurring dream that troubled him and confounded his 

advisors. But Joseph made sense of the dream. He interpreted the meaning of the dream and, 

what’s more, proposed a plan of action that would feed the people and save the nation. Pharaoh 

was so impressed that he made Joseph something like head of the Department of Agriculture – 

and eventually his “right-hand man.” 

 

Meanwhile, back home, Joseph’s family was struggling. A famine left the family desperate. Ten 

of the brothers set off to distant Egypt to buy food. The youngest, Benjamin, Jacob’s SECOND 

favorite son, stayed behind.  

 

The brothers made their way to Egypt, hat in hand. They never guessed that the head of the 

Department of Agriculture was their brother. Joseph had changed over the years. He was far 

more regal, dressed up in fancier clothes than the drab coat of many colors. He spoke another 

language. He wore his hair differently, no doubt. His brothers didn’t recognize him at all.  
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But Joseph recognized them. And he couldn’t resist getting back at them. First, he accused them 

of being spies and had them thrown them in jail. After letting them stew a few days, he sent 

them home with some grain to feed their families, but he made one of them stay behind as a 

hostage. They needed to go to their home and then return to Egypt with their whole family, he 

told them, if he was going to accept their story. 

 

When they finally did return, Joseph sold them more grain and sent them on their way. But this 

time he planted some silver in one of their bags of grain, and then he sent soldiers after them to 

arrest them for the theft of Egyptian silver and haul them back before the powerful Egyptian. i 

 

Did I mention that theirs was a dysfunctional blended family? 

 

Ah, but this is when Joseph breaks the cycle of this family’s dysfunction. He tells the brothers 

that he’s Joseph, their brother. He tells his brothers he wants them all to move to be near him, 

where he can provide for them and their families, to care for their children and their children’s 

children … and their father, too! He embraces the brothers and forgives them. 

 

It’s their salvation, yes.  

 

And I think it’s his own, as well. 

 

Joseph has a theological explanation for it all. He says that God sent him to Egypt. The brothers 

may have conspired to do him harm, Joseph allows, but God intended it all for good. 

 

I think it’s bad theology.  

 

I’m not willing to accept the theological explanation at face value. I accept that this is Joseph’s 

perception of his circumstances, but I think he’s wrong about God. Is God pulling strings quite 

the way Joseph imagines? What about all the other slaves in Egypt who were not so fortunate? 

Did God not care for them? 

 

But here’s the thing. Whether Joseph’s theology is any good or not, I am willing to accept that 

his experience was that God had been a constant reality in his life. Even after his brothers had 

tossed him in a pit, even as he was taken in chains to a distant land, even as he worked as a 

slave or languished in a prison cell, God was with him through it all. Whether he deserved it or 

not. Whether he was able to reciprocate or not. When he rejoiced in his good fortune. And when 

he lamented his sorry life. 

 

Recalling the steadfast constancy of God put his life in perspective in that moment. And then, 

something of the old Joseph – a brat as a child and still obnoxious as an adult – died as he stood 

in front of his brothers. And in his place, a new Joseph rises up – full of love for the brothers 

who never loved him, brothers who intended only harm.  
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And so, he offers them whole-hearted, unreserved, unconditional concern for their well-being. 

He holds nothing back. He does not hesitate, expecting nothing in return (for, in truth, they 

cannot pay for all that he offers). 

 

Joseph will be merciful, just as his God has proven to be merciful to him. Joseph will love his 

heartless brothers, just as God has showered love on him. That was Joseph’s salvation. 

 

And that was their salvation, too, offered freely not because of who these brothers were or what 

they had done. Joseph set them free to live and love and start all over. 

 

It wasn’t easy for them to accept what was offered, this new chance to live as a family again.  

We’re told they were silent when Joseph first revealed himself to them. They were dismayed; 

they were terrified. It’s easy to imagine they expected the old patterns of violence will persist. 

They must have found it incomprehensible that this person whom they wronged wasn’t 

sending them away or executing them. After all, that’s what they likely would have done if 

their roles were reversed. 

 

I think maybe this is why Joseph wants them to settle near him, the brothers and their children 

and their children’s children. They were all scarred by their childhood. Perhaps Joseph wants 

the children near so he can be a formative influence in a new generation, a new community. 

Perhaps Joseph sees it as the only way to break away from the cycle of violence done to one 

another.  

 

The family of God, all of us children of God – a dysfunctional blended family – cannot survive 

(let alone thrive) unless we can find a new way to live together. We have all been scarred by the 

lessons we learned growing up. We need to begin again – and to make room for others to begin 

again, as well. There’s nothing easy about it. But love remains our best chance to break the 

cycles that certainly doom us. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

i My re-telling of the story draws heavily from Charles Hoffacker @ https://www.episcopalchurch.org/sermon/how-joseph-became-

a-gift-giving-man-epiphany-7-c-2019/ and Frederick Buechner, “Joseph and His Brethren,” in Peculiar Treasures: a Biblical Who’s Who 

(HarperCollins Publishers, New York, NY, 1979), pp. 86-88. 
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