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Genesis 37:1-4, 12-28

Everybody likes to hear a good story. What do we do when we put our young children down to sleep? Why, we read them a story. We don’t read them the financial page from the Wall Street Journal…..even though that would put most of us to sleep. Although no longer a child, I still love a good story. I especially love reading short stories. One can read a short story in about 20 minutes which is about the length of a sermon. And yet, I have often wondered why a short story can keep our interest and yet sermons put most of us to sleep. I think it has to do with the ability to tell a story.
And thus, I love it when our lectionary affords us the opportunity to hear stories from the Hebrew Bible. It is refreshing on a Sunday not to have to wrestle with convoluted parables or reality defying miracles or Pauline theology. It is nice just have an old fashion story. And an old fashion story is what we have today from the Book of Genesis. Today, we hear about the final hero of Genesis-----Joseph. If you are unfamiliar with Joseph, his father was Jacob, whose father was Isaac whose father was Abraham.

Joseph may be somewhat familiar to you because of the Andrew Lloyd Webber’s famous Broadway play, Joseph and The Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat. The story from the play as well as from the Bible goes like this. Jacob had 12 sons and at least one daughter. Joseph was number 11, and he was his dad’s favorite as is often the case with the youngest of a large family. Don’t we parents usually dote on the youngest? Perhaps give them more attention than we did the others? And perhaps aren’t we more lenient and loving towards them because after all by the time you get around to number 5 and beyond, let’s face it as parents, by this time haven’t we seen it all! By this time the fight is gone from us. And thus, there is more love in our hearts, and we tend to be more understanding and accepting than we were with the first born.
Of course, this does not go unnoticed by the older ones. Cries of “you love him/her more than me” or “he/she is so spoiled” tend to ring from the unfairness bell. And also, isn’t it true that because everyone else is older and bigger the youngest is susceptible to being picked on for being mom or dad’s pet? I think so. And so it was with Joseph. However, Joseph didn’t help his own cause. Joseph, we are told, was a dreamer. He had dreams wherein he was Mr. Big in the family and his older siblings bowed down before him. He not only had these dreams, but in the morning at the breakfast table he recounted his dreams in sickening detail to his siblings who resented it. In addition, Dad didn’t make things any better by giving Joseph a fine multi-colored coat when his brothers were running around in T-shirts and dirty jeans. 
So, after having enough of this, his brothers decide to kill him. I know it is kind of drastic by today’s standards. Today, we would probably try to cut him out of the will or talk behind his back forging interfamily cliques of gossip.

The perfect opportunity to kill Joseph comes when Jacob sends Joseph out into the countryside to check on his brothers who are tending the family herds. Oddly enough, Joseph gets lost and asks an unidentified man for directions, which the man renders. This odd piece of the story is very important so I will come back to it.

Well, his brothers capture him, but they decide not kill him. Instead, they sell him to Bedouin merchants who then sell him to the Egyptian pharaoh. Then, taking his famous coat, his brothers cover it in goat’s blood and send it back to Dad as testament that Joseph was killed by a wild animal.
Our bit of the story ends here, but for those who want to know the ending it goes like this. Now, cover your ears if you don’t want to know the surprise ending. Joseph becomes a big shot in pharaoh’s government, and when there is a famine in Canaan, present day Israel, he saves his family from starvation by taking them in. Eventually all is made well between brothers, Joseph and dad. This story is essential in explaining how the Jews got into Egypt in the first place and, of course, later were set free by Moses and journeyed to the promise land. If you don’t want to read the story in the Bible, then rent the DVD of Webber’s play and sing along.

Now, I want to return to the point of the unidentified man who directed the lost Joseph as to where his brothers were camped. I want to return to this because even though Joseph and his Amazing Coat is a great story, there are lots of important faith issues within it. But, I want to pick up on just one------the role of God in all of this.

The unidentified man, like in Joseph’s father’s experience before him at the River Jabbok with an unidentified man, is usually understood to be God. God is directing Joseph. There seems to be a purpose to this entire story, which if we look later on (as I mentioned), sets the stage for the Moses and the Exodus. Without Joseph, there would be no Moses and no Exodus. God is directing Joseph just like he directed Moses after him and just like most of us believe God was/is directing all of history down to the present moment. However, this raises an important theological and moral point. Under God’s direction, did Joseph have to suffer? Was this part of God’s plan? Was Joseph’s suffering (thrown into a pit to die, sold into slavery, and sent to pharaoh’s prison) essential in eventually leading up to the Hebrews returning and reclaiming their homeland as the promised people? Does God lead us……nay direct us into suffering for a promised goal? Is it true, as Vladimir Lenin once said of the communist revolution wherein many peasants forfeited their lives, “if you want to make an omelet, you must be willing to break a few eggs.”? Is God willing to forfeit human lives in order to bring about the Kingdom of God? Is collateral damage an acceptable if not necessary part of God’s plan? The simple answer is no. And this includes the crucifixion.
There is a common understanding among people that we live by the principle of “the greater good for the greater amount of people.” In other words, that which is to be judged good is that which serves the most amount of people. This sounds great unless you happen to be in the minority. It also sounds good until we examine how we eventually got around to the final conclusion. Mao got rid of China’s opium problem by killing anyone who smoked, was addicted, sold or grew opium. The good news: no more drug problem. The bad news: a lot of people lost their lives. Does the end justify the means? Is an act right if it produces or is intended to produce at least as great a balance of good over evil as any available alternative?
With just a little twist to this interpretation, it becomes: "I shall do a minor evil to achieve a greater good." Or "My aim for greater good makes all the evils I have done right." Is this in line with your understanding of God? Do we cut God some slack because after all God is God and God knows best and God is good. Is this the best understanding we have of what good means?

The problem with this form of ethics is that some particularly horrendous means are possible. If the ends justify the means, for example, then we might be able to justify the holocaust, slavery, or the torture of a young child. All that matters is whether the consequences are good. And this is particularly bad if you believe that God already knows the future because if one already knows the pain and suffering involved, shouldn’t one be able to then go back and reconstruct it so it can end up with the same result but different means? Who here hasn’t looked back over our past and realized that there were lots of other ways we could have resolved an issue with the same if not better results? Don’t you think God, too, would do this? Don’t you think if it were God’s plan, that there might have been a better way for the Jews to return to their homeland rather than having to give up 6 million lives in World War II?
3,000 years earlier Joseph, poor Joseph, also had to suffer so that the Hebrews could get their homeland? Is this really God’s modus operandi? Hasn’t God learned any other methods in 3,000 years? And yet this is exactly what many Christians believe today. Many believe that God leads us into pain and suffering in order to bring about a greater good or a higher level of understanding than would otherwise had not been possible. Yes, suffering does afford us an understanding in life that cannot be comprehended in any other way unless one has walked “through the valley of the shadow of death.” Of course, this is true. It is called maturity. Life is an endurance race not a sprint. The aches, the pains and the losses teach us plenty. But in no way does God lead us into these sufferings in order for us to learn a lesson or obtain the greater good. God is a redeemer not a director. A results oriented ethics or the “ends justifies the means” or the most good for greater amount of people is NOT a viable Christian ethic. It is NOT the way God relates to us. And if you believe so, then you have a whole lot of world hurt to explain to those innocent victims of God’s plan. And don’t tell me that salvation is their reward. God just isn’t like that…………or perhaps your God is, but mine isn’t. So, let me tell how I do think God relates to us.
The God I believe in is like an automobile driver who must make fifty decisions a minute. A driver’s conduct cannot be adequately explained in terms of either his/her intended destination or obedience to the rules of the road. A driver’s action is responsive action which is governed by what he/she sees other drivers on the road and children on the sidewalk doing and by his/her anticipation of what they will do next.

And so it is with God. God is not so much concerned with goals or ideals or laws or commandments as God is concerned with people, relationships and happenings. First, God offers us opportunities to which we then by our free will select. Depending upon our response God again responds always wooing us to do that which God wills. But God never directs or forces our will. And God never directs by hurting us in order for us to be better. Instead, God acts by responding in a fitting way to what is happening, and to do the suitable or appropriate action dependent upon the situation always out of love. 

God didn’t cause Joseph to be taken, thrown into a pit and then sold as a slave. Joseph’s brothers did that against God’s will. And in every action against Joseph, God rather than directing things, was offering opportunities for redemption. God showers situations with grace hoping we will respond likewise. And thus subsequently, I don’t believe God sent Jesus to die on the cross. Jesus was crucified because WE killed him. And God then took what we destroyed and turned it into an action of redemption. This is all so important! It cuts to the very core of how each of us perceives and relates to God AND to our fellow human beings. If God can kill in the name of goodness, then so can we. And I just don’t believe this to be the case.

Thus, as human beings our ethical principle derived from a loving, graceful God is that which makes a right act is that which is the fitting act, the appropriate thing to do in that particular context, the act that most suitably responds to the reality of that situation. We redeem in our responses. We play the moral game by ear. There are no prefabricated answers to any judgment-making situation because there is no prefabricated plan or direction by God Almighty. God and we are planning this thing called salvation as we go along co-creating. And when suffering and tragedy occurs, God does God’s damnest to reconcile it through grace. God saved Joseph from his brothers’ actions, who then saved Israel. However, it all could have been avoided had his brothers hadn’t been so jealous in the first place. 
What I learned from this story is that it’s not whether the ends justify the means; instead, it’s that the means are the ends! In other words, if you’re after peace, love and joy, how about being peaceful, loving and joyous right now, doing whatever happens to be in front of you! This is the God I worship.
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