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Scripture:

Psalm 133

Genesis 45:1-15

It is good to be back with you again.  I’m grateful to Andy, Zach, Diane and Thomas for what I’ve been told were some wonderful worship services while our family was on vacation.  Caldwell is truly blessed with an abundance of worship leaders who know a thing or two about praying and preaching, playing and singing to the glory of our Lord.

I’ve thought a lot in the last couple of week about the movie Vacation, in which the hapless Clark Griswold takes his wife and kids on an ill-fated cross-country trek to Wally World.  

The Cleghorn clan, on its vacation, drove an eight year-old Volvo instead of a Wagon Queen Family Truckster.  But we covered almost as much ground as the Griswolds, about 2,000 miles, through the Shenandoah Valley to the hills of western New York, from the Baseball Hall of Fame in Cooperstown to Ellis Island and Broadway in Manhattan, from the Finger Lakes to the Hudson River to the banks of the Potomac and home again.   

Thankfully, there was no Aunt Edna.  We left our dogs with Kelly’s parents so there was no risk of my tying them to the bumper and then driving off. And, as far as I can tell, family relations were relatively intact when we arrived back in Charlotte.

I missed this old church, the energy of what God is doing here and all of you.  It’s good to be back.

For nine years, we have vacationed with another family, a college buddy of mine and his wife, whose kids are the same ages as our Ellison and Sophie.  Our summer adventures have become a reunion of sorts, one of those touchstones of life in which we see each other usually only once a year and pick back up where we left off.

We spend much of the time together taking inventory of what has happened in our respective journeys – new schools for the kids, new jobs, new towns, different houses, the loss of parents, the inevitability of aging, new hopes and maybe even a few of our dreams.

Some of you have your own touchstone reunions – trips to the beach with friends or, perhaps, large family gatherings.

Our second scripture reading today is about a family reunion, though the circumstances are far from what we might ever experience. 

It comes from the section in Genesis that tells the story of the life of Joseph.  You remember Joseph, whose special coat of many colors and claims that God spoke to him in dreams angered his brothers so much they sold him as a slave.  Then, they covered up his disappearance by telling their father he was killed by a wild animal.

The story goes on, as you recall, to tell how Joseph’s claims of revelations from God turn out to be true. The Egyptian Pharaoh singles out Joseph, not just for his helpful visions, but for his skills as a manager of the nation’s resources.

All that is the prelude to today’s verses. The same brothers who had sold their brother as a slave have ventured from their barren land of Canaan to Egypt to buy corn.  They have just learned that the governor to whom they now bow down, the second most powerful man in Egypt, is the brother they betrayed decades earlier.

This reunion is the climax of this family’s story.  The father of the family remains at home with the youngest son, still grieving the loss of Joseph all these many years later. The brothers are, understandably, more than a little nervous.  And Joseph is handed the perfect chance for vengeance.

             *       *        *

Genesis 45:1-15

             *       *        *

I don’t know about you, but when I read these chapters about the seven years of severe famine that came over the Nile Valley after seven years of plenty, I can’t help thinking about our own national economic state.  

There are few, if any, similarities between our globalized, digitized, 21st Century economy and the simple agrarian state of Biblical times.  Still, after our own years of plenty, Americans are feeling the effects of a severe economic hangover. I haven’t heard any economists say it will last seven years.  But come to think of it, I haven’t heard any say it won’t. We can only hope and pray it won’t.

In the meantime, we sure could use someone like Joseph.

During the seven years of abundant harvests, Joseph led Egypt to set aside one fifth of its harvest and store it as a national reserve.  Then, when the drought and famine came, the state sold back the grain to the people after their private reserves were spent.  Even though drought ruined the land, Egypt got through the crisis.  

Even more remarkably, Joseph used the time to transform the agrarian economy from a nationalized farming system to a farmer-owned and operated one.  Peasants were given land and seed.  After the drought, they raised their own crops and paid a portion as a tax.  

Here we are in America in the 21st Century, and, at times, our challenges seem to have Biblical proportions.  A gigantic national debt inflated by the costs of a war we should have never fought hangs over the heads of our children.  We are a nation of virtually no personal savings and a penchant for living beyond our means.  And a generation of workers stands in desperate need of retraining to succeed in the emerging hi-tech economy. 

I’ll say it again.  We could use someone with the vision and discipline of Joseph.

Whomever we elect in November’s presidential elections, we can only hope he has dreams like Joseph’s.  God spoke clearly to Joseph through dreams, and Joseph knew how to interpret them.

But his family did not understand.  Joseph’s dreams drove a wedge between him and his brothers.  I suppose it’s not that hard to imagine how arrogant and self-certain Joseph must have sounded to his brothers, who were left to muddle through life on their own, like you and me.  

Still, what we see in today’s scripture is that the dreaming that had shaped Joseph’s family relations and Egypt’s national recovery was not the main thing. Not by a long shot.

The real surprise, the main magnificent mystery here, is how God works out God’s will and providence through this tangle of family and national stories, how God keeps a promise to Abraham by ensuring that his lineage will survive and become a great nation.

And perhaps no one is more surprised by the unexpected out-breaking of God’s will than Joseph.   

Up until this point in the story, most of what we know about Joseph as a grown man is that he is a model of professional efficiency.  He carries out his plan to save Egypt with precision.  There are few clues to just how religious or spiritual or even emotional a man he is.  And we can only guess at the anger against his brothers that might have festered all those years.

When his brothers fall to their knees before him, his power and position mean that he could do just about anything to them he desires.  So, what does he do?  He weeps.  He loses control. He sends his court officials away so they won’t see his meltdown of grace and forgiveness.

   *       *        *

Perhaps you’ve been following how a similar story has been playing out on, of all places, the Carolina Panthers practice field.

About two weeks ago, the Panthers’ star wide receiver Steve Smith lost his cool and sucker- punched cornerback Ken Lucas in practice.  Smith broke Lucas’ nose and sidelined him for the next three weeks.  For a football player who spends all spring and summer conditioning and looking forward to the next season, getting sidelined – by one of your own teammates, no less – is not a good outcome.

As you may have read last week, however, Ken Lucas was – perhaps like Joseph – surprised at his readiness to forgive Smith.

Listen to this portion of a column written by Observer sportswriter Tom Sorenson, which I thought held up a pretty good mirror for many of us.

“I can’t fathom having the strength do that,” Sorenson wrote about Lucas’ forgiving his teammate.   “Most of us allow lesser slights to infect us.

We cling to the anger. It becomes as much a part of us as our clothes.

How do you let it go? (Sorenson asked in his column.)

‘I’m not going to lie to you and tell you it was easy,’ says Lucas.  ‘I never thought I could.  I could have hurt him in a serious way.’

But (Sorenson went on to write, perhaps echoing how all of us feel at some time) if somebody goes after you, don’t you, at some level, want to go after them?

‘It takes a strong spiritual person not to,’ says Lucas. ‘I was shocked and surprised that I could forgive him.’ “

And I was just about to give up on professional athletes as role models.

 *     *     *

It’s not hard to imagine Joseph feeling the same sense of shock and surprise at his own ability to forgive his brothers. 

But surely something else was at work that day.  The Holy Spirit moved in Joseph and God worked out God’s purposes even amid the deepest of family strife and division.

God’s will transcended a father’s grief, the brothers’ fear and the perfect opportunity for Joseph’s vengeance, and we witness the providence of God as described in the fourteenth chapter of Isaiah.

The Lord of hosts has sworn:

As I have designed, so shall it be;

and as I have planned,

so shall it come to pass.

*     *     *
If we believe in the sovereignty of God, we know we can count on God to work out God’s purpose.  But what is our role in this sticky business of reunion and, where it is needed, reconciliation?

Forgiveness can pull hard on our capacity and ability to love.  And, perhaps like Joseph and the cornerback for the Carolina Panthers, we may not believe we are capable of it, at least by ourselves.

That is why, for religious people, forgiveness is not simply a matter between the parties that are divided.  There is always a third party in the dispute -- God, our creator and redeemer.  

In the Gospel of Matthew, Jesus implores his followers to eliminate anything that may obstruct our full and free interchange with God.   And, in some cases, we cannot fully forgive another person without asking God to give us the strength to surrender our pride that so often stands between us and either giving -- or receiving -- forgiveness.

Howard Thurman, who was a spiritual leader at Boston University, Howard University and Morehouse College, thinks of forgiveness as a spiritual discipline, the kind of discipline we cannot achieve without God.

“There is laid upon the individual,” he writes,  “the need to keep the way open so that he and his Father may have free and easy access to each other.”

With the way sufficiently clear, Thurman says, we can behold the miracle of love.

“Behold the miracle!” he writes.  “Love has no awareness of merit or demerit; it has no scale by which its portion may be weighed or measured.  It does not seek to balance giving and receiving.  Love loves; this is its nature.”

“Whence comes this power which seems to be the point of referral for all experience and the essence of all meaning?  No created thing, no single unit of life, can be the source of such fullness and completeness. For in the experience (of love) itself, a person is caught and held by something much more than he can ever think of or be … that there is but one word by which its meaning can be encompassed – God.”

Though we may find that style of language a bit stilted and hard to follow, Thurman’s point  is the same as the line from the long-running musical Les Miserables, in which the main character in his dying hours, says “To love another person is to see the face of God.”

*         *        *

 Many of us may be on our own respective journey to love another person in quite that way.  We may be at different points along that road. We may even think we are nowhere near being able to forgive and reconcile our differences with someone from whom we are estranged.

But Joseph’s story – and his surprising forgiveness of his brothers – stands as a symbol of God’s grace in our own lives, for we certainly can never merit God’s forgiveness and self-sacrifice in Jesus Christ.

Joseph’s story also reminds us that we never know when God may break into our lives and overcome all that seems wrong and impossible in order to achieve God’s purposes.

That reunion of God’s will with our lives is worth living for.  

Even more, it is a dream come true.

Amen.
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