Pre:
During the month of October we are paying a visit to various families in the Bible, looking for some practical clues to help us in our own family life—and really, life in general.  Adam and Eve, Cain and Abel gave us some pointers on making choices, Jacob and Laban gave us a lesson about trust, and today, Joseph and his brothers will show us the power of forgiveness.  

No doubt you remember this dysfunctional family!  Jacob had twelve sons and one daughter, through his two wives and their handmaids. In birth order Joseph was the next to youngest. In terms of preference, he was his father’s favorite.  With his brothers, he became the scapegoat.  

Joseph was a dreamer, and some of his dreams suggested that he was bound for greatness.  And that one day his brothers would become his servants.  He made the mistake of telling his brothers the dreams, and of course they hated him for it.  Joseph was seventeen years old when his older brothers conspired to kill him.  He was saved from that fate by the eldest brother Reuben, but ended up being sold into slavery.  He ended up in Egypt, where he proved his usefulness several times over, and eventually became second only to Pharaoh in terms of power in Egypt. During a time of great famine that spread throughout that part of the world, Joseph was in charge of distributing food.  And along came his brothers, begging.  They didn’t know it was Joseph, he had changed so much over the years.  But he eventually revealed himself to them, and provided for their needs. And the whole family, including father Jacob, pulled up stakes and moved to Egypt. They lived there rather happily, until Jacob died, and then Joseph’s brothers began to worry that Joseph’s kindness toward them would turn to revenge, now that their father was gone.  So, they hatch a new scheme.  Here it is. 
Forgiving Your Family

Genesis 50:15-21

Toronto resident Brett James was reaching into his refrigerator last week to get his wife a snack.  When he lifted up the bag of grapes he had purchased at his local grocery store, there looking up at him was a black widow spider.  As any of you budding entomologists know, a black widow’s venom can kill her husband—and for a human it can cause severe muscle cramps, tremors and chest pain.  Not what Brett James was looking for when he opened the fridge. 
When I read that story this week, it struck me that this is a picture of what many people experience in their families. The very place where they expect to find sustenance and nurture becomes a place of danger and pain. It is very often in our families that we experience the greatest pain and disappointment. It is often family members who inflict the greatest harm on each other. 

That was certainly true for Joseph, wasn’t it?  It was his brothers who wanted to kill him. His brothers who sold him into slavery, hoping never to see him again.  His brothers, who kept that dark secret from their father for all those years. 

Joseph’s story is unique, yet very familiar. Few people, if any, come to adulthood unscathed.  The question is, what do we do now with those hurts that we didn’t deserve? 

I think there are several choices:

1. to emotionally encapsulate the event and hope it will go away (i.e. live in denial). 
“I’m fine.”
2. stay in the pain forever, and keep reminding people that you’re the victim. 

“Poor me.” 

3. try to even the score: “I’ll get you.” 
What’s interesting about these three choices is that they do nothing to heal the hurt.  Instead, they just perpetuate the family dysfunction.  

Fortunately, there is a fourth choice. If you’ve been wounded, you can do what Joseph did. Follow your dream.  

Nineteen year old Charles Quarles had every reason to perpetuate a life of violence and failure. His father was stabbed to death when Charles was 4, and his mother was a drug addict. He and his brother would steal bread and snacks from nearby convenience stores. And by the time he turned 17, he was living on his own. People told him that he would never amount to anything. But he decided to prove them wrong. He enrolled in Chicago’s Kenwood Academy High School where he earned straight A’s and began to scour the Web for information about college scholarships. He was offered more than a million dollars in scholarships, and today he is a student at Morehouse College in Atlanta, Georgia.  One of my favorite sayings is: Living well is the best revenge. Charles is a good model of that.  And of course, so is Joseph. Are you? 
My sermon title today is Forgiving Your Family.  And forgiveness is really what this Christianity business is all about. God has forgiven us in Jesus Christ and our job is to pass the word, and to become forgivers ourselves—in our families and beyond.  When you and I forgive others, we show them what God is like.  But I don’t think that you can really forgive, until you begin to understand the bigger picture. God has a plan for you.  And that plan is good. No one can keep you from that plan.  And even the bad things that happen can move you in the direction of God’s dream for you, as they did for Joseph. 

In the story of Joseph, there are two plans being worked on at the same time.  One is the wicked scheme of Joseph’s brothers.  That plan is all about them, isn’t it? It’s all about their jealousy, and wanting to be rid of the irritant (Joseph). And they lie to their father about what happened. Their initial journey to Egypt to get food is about their own survival. And even in their late-in-life confession that we saw today, they are only thinking of themselves.  They are afraid of what Joseph will do to them, now that father Jacob has died. So they make up a story to try to manipulate Joseph’s forgiveness.  That’s their plan, to take care of themselves. The other plan that is at work is the plan of God, whose will it is to not only save Joseph and his family, but to weave that family’s experience into the grand story that we now call the plan of salvation. They are a part of God’s big picture. And Joseph’s willingness to live into God’s dream for him, makes it all come together. I believe that Joseph had forgiven his brothers long before the event that we read about today. Forgiving his brothers freed him to become what God had called him to be. Joseph wasn’t about to be controlled by his brothers’ wickedness.  He was determined to be led by God. 
And that is the challenge for you: to be led by God instead of being controlled by someone else’s behavior. And that is what forgiveness frees you to do. 

Now, if all you ever read about Joseph’s story was this little excerpt, you might say that it seems too easy.  The forgiveness he dishes out is too glib. You know what it feels like to be hurt by someone.  Forgiveness does not always come easily.  You might more easily relate to the country song called “God may forgive you but I won’t” – (thank you, Gail!)  Here are some of the lyrics: And God may forgive you, but I won't./ And yes Jesus loves you, but I don't/  They don't have to live with you/ Neither do I/ You say that you're born again/ Well, so am I / God may forgive you but I won't./ I won't even try/ 
But what you have to keep in mind about Joseph is that many years have passed since the day his brothers plotted his death and then ended up selling him into slavery. Years to feel anger and hurt.  Years to hold his brothers accountable in his heart, and judge them guilty. Years to consider his life and to pray. Years to discover who he is and how God has called him.  Years to come to the very difficult decision to forgive them. 
I hope you can understand that forgiving someone is not the same thing as letting them off the hook. When you forgive someone, you don’t deny that a wrong was done. You hold the person accountable. And you experience appropriate feelings of hurt and anger—but you resolve not to live your life as a perpetual victim.  You process those feelings.  And in the end, you give up your right to retaliate. 

Hear this: Giving up your right to retaliate does not mean that you expose yourself to more harm.  Joseph was in a position of great power, so he had no fear about his brothers any more.  He didn’t have to file a restraining order or have them arrested. You and I may not be in such a powerful position with the people who have done us harm.  There are people who need to be incarcerated.  There are situations where you may need to remove yourself from another person’s presence or put protections in place.  That is life in the real world, sometimes even in your family. 
But you can still forgive, and that forgiveness will set you free.

The road to forgiveness is often a long journey, and a tough one.  How do you know when you have arrived?  How do you know that you have truly forgiven someone? Don’t use up your energy trying to forget.  That’s not the goal. When you find yourself wishing the other person well, then you can know you have truly forgiven. 
I want to share with you a prayer that was found in the clothing of a child who had died at Ravensbruck concentration camp during World War 2: “O Lord, remember not only the men and women of good will, but also those of ill will. But do not remember all of the suffering they have inflicted upon us. Instead remember the fruits we have borne because of this suffering, our fellowship, our loyalty to one another, our humility, our courage, our generosity, the greatness of heart that has grown from this trouble. When our persecutors come to be judged by you, let all of these fruits that we have borne be their forgiveness.”  
So if someone has hurt you. . . . I suspect someone has. . . .If someone has hurt you and you have difficulty forgiving, here’s what I suggest you do.  Try to think like Joseph.  In the midst of the various plots and schemes and events in your life, there is another intention.  God’s intention for you. What do you suppose it is? No matter what else is happening around you or in you or to you, God has a good plan for you. And it won’t be thwarted by what someone else does to you. I think you could miss that good plan, though, if you stay with choices 1-3 that I mentioned earlier.  If you try to pretend nothing happened, or if you live as a perpetual victim, or if you seek revenge, you could miss the goodness that God is working in you simply because you are focusing so hard on something else. 

But if you open yourself to God’s dream for you, then God will help you to forgive.  And forgiveness will set you free to live that dream.   
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