Genesis 45:1-28
45Then Joseph could no longer control himself before all those who stood by him, and he cried out, “Send everyone away from me.” So no one stayed with him when Joseph made himself known to his brothers. 2And he wept so loudly that the Egyptians heard it, and the household of Pharaoh heard it. 3Joseph said to his brothers, “I am Joseph. Is my father still alive?” But his brothers could not answer him, so dismayed were they at his presence. 4Then Joseph said to his brothers, “Come closer to me.” And they came closer. He said, “I am your brother, Joseph, whom you sold into Egypt. 5And now do not be distressed, or angry with yourselves, because you sold me here; for God sent me before you to preserve life. 6For the famine has been in the land these two years; and there are five more years in which there will be neither plowing nor harvest. 7God sent me before you to preserve for you a remnant on earth, and to keep alive for you many survivors. 8So it was not you who sent me here, but God; he has made me a father to Pharaoh, and lord of all his house and ruler over all the land of Egypt. 9Hurry and go up to my father and say to him, ‘Thus says your son Joseph, God has made me lord of all Egypt; come down to me, do not delay. 10You shall settle in the land of Goshen, and you shall be near me, you and your children and your children’s children, as well as your flocks, your herds, and all that you have. 11I will provide for you there—since there are five more years of famine to come—so that you and your household, and all that you have, will not come to poverty.’ 12And now your eyes and the eyes of my brother Benjamin see that it is my own mouth that speaks to you. 13You must tell my father how greatly I am honored in Egypt, and all that you have seen. Hurry and bring my father down here.” 14Then he fell upon his brother Benjamin’s neck and wept, while Benjamin wept upon his neck. 15And he kissed all his brothers and wept upon them; and after that his brothers talked with him.
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Let us pray:  May the words of my mouth and the meditations of all our hearts be acceptable in your sight, Oh Lord, our rock and our redeemer.  Amen. 



Margaret Wheatley is a leader and leadership trainer whose Berkana Institute has been doing interesting work since 1991.  I will leave to you to read more about her, as I am just beginning to learn myself, but quoting from the bio on her webpage I would share, “Her work now focuses on developing and supporting leaders globally as Warriors for the Human Spirit.”  I want to know more about that!  By “spirit,” I would nod to a new friend by saying she apparently ascribes to the “woo woo” notion of spirit, and that creativity and boundary pushing and even breaking seem to be the goal and the methodology of the work she and her teams do.  I don’t really know very much about Meg Wheatley or her work but am intrigued.  I will need to check in with Derek Van Bever, who preached here last wee to see what he knows of her professional leadership expertise—he who teaches at Harvard Business School.  We open with this, though, because as is often the case, what I read during the week in addition to scripture often becomes the lens with which I understand. In reading this morning’s lessons from Genesis as well as other chapters about Joseph’s and his father Jacob’s experiences, I have found myself pondering elements of their leadership.  I have thought more about Joseph than about Jacob through the years, probably because of having been in a very early production of “Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat” (in 1972 at age 7), and maybe because the stories about him seemed more exotic.  Blame Potiphar’s wife.

“What if we were to be together and listen to each other's comments with a willingness to expose rather than to confirm our own beliefs and opinions?”  Margaret Wheatley asked that question and goes on to ask these, too:  “What if we were to willingly listen to one another with the awareness that we each see the world in unique ways? And with the expectation that I could learn something new if I listen for the differences rather than the similarities? We have this opportunity many times in a day, everyday. What might we see, what might we learn, what might we create together, if we become this kind of listener, one who enjoys the differences and welcomes in disturbance? I know we would be delightfully startled by how much difference there is. And then we would be wonderfully comforted by how much closer we became, because every time we listen well, we move towards each other. From our new thoughts and our new companions, we would all become wiser.”  So, for that piece of wisdom I thank Meg Wheatley. 

Do you suppose that in father Jacob’s family, there was very much careful listening among the boys in the family?   In the element of reading the stories of scripture that is always creatively filling in the blanks, I have wondered a great deal about the conversations we have not heard in that family household; the conversations that preceded the events that are recounted.  We return to Joseph today and I don’t want to assume that everyone knows the story of how he ended up working in the pharaoh’s household as second in command.  So, just in case you haven’t heard the story before, let me first name several major themes: jealousy, fear, failure, and manipulation.  Let’s add to these grace, mercy, and forgiveness.  Although there are a lot elements of Joseph’s character that we might question as good, including the manipulative way in which he plays his brothers when they arrive in Egypt, he does provide for them from Egypt’s vast resources and he does eventually forgive them.  But do you wonder whether he ever heard his brothers’ complaints about favoritism with compassion?  Did he ever say to Jacob, “Dad, while I love the beautiful garment you have gifted me, I feel uncomfortable having more than my brothers do from you?”  It would seem not.

And as to how he might have led his brothers, do you suppose the eldest, Reuben, who keeps his brothers from killing Joseph outright, listened closely to his father Jacob and was responsive to his grief when he believed his son had died?  Might he have asked Judah why he was so certain that Joseph must die and might Reuben then have known better than to trust him to leave him in the pit?   Do you suppose Judah, who would have killed Joseph outright, but opts for selling him into slavery, listened to his brother Joseph when he cried out to be set free from the pit into which they threw him?  Do we listen to each other when our perspectives or opinions differ?

We may want to return to Wheatley’s suggestion in conversations wherein there is a great deal at stake and also when at first glance there is nothing particularly significant in mind.  How might our growth be enhanced if we welcome and intentionally absorb and celebrate disturbance?  If we enter very carefully into a place of discernment rather than a place of instruction or direction, how might we listen more closely and grow more fully?  How might we allow that God may work through us more easily when we listen than when we speak?   

Then, shifting a little bit because I read this this week with so many things about our Blue Hill community in mind, whose voices in our community’s concerns are we not hearing?  When our community partners and our local government officials gather, what new voices might we actively seek?  We know from scripture that God has a plan for us, a plan “to prosper us and not to harm us, a plan to give us hope and a future (Jeremiah 29:11).”  But how might we sometimes get in God’s way when in our certainty we direct rather than listen, close off possibilities rather than encourage sometimes disruptive uncertainty, uncertainty that may lead to more significant change?  

It may seem strange to make a leap from Genesis’ story of the people of Israel on the level of family squabbles and even murderous intent to how we might work to alleviate suffering and discomfort in our own time and place.  Even now, though, God moves among and through us with the Spirit guiding us to goodness.  We can see Joseph as a political, a governmental figure who has made good choices in serving the people of Egypt, and we also can see him as a spoiled second youngest son.  Might he have lived more faithfully, more lovingly into both roles had he made listening as important a task as proclaiming?  We’ll go back to that early part of the story when he has these fabulous, fantastic dreams and runs to share them with his brothers.  They decide that he is just too full of himself.  What if he asked his brothers what they thought of his dreams and then conversed with them about their feelings?  A little communication goes a long way.  What if he listened to his brothers as closely as he listened to the men whose dreams he interpreted in prison or to the Pharaoh when he interpreted his dreams to know how to eventually prevent famine?  

And what do we do after listening closely?  How do we move from listening to action, always still allowing God to work through us?  We have in front of us exciting possibilities for being church and for growing our church.  We have watched and participated as an artist among us works toward transformation, symbolically coloring the outside of the church as she honors the way that our church can be transformed in its work.  Her goal, in part, is to have people look at us differently for a time; to celebrate the beauty of change and to ask where we go from here.
What might the conversations be with our wider community as we listen to what individuals have to say when they see it?  What questions can we ask in order to know where Blue Hill’s needs are?  What loving responses might we offer in our words and our mouths so that God can work through this unique opportunity, great visibility in the center of town where our deeds might otherwise go unnoticed?  What boundaries that restrict us might we soften or even outright break in order to let God in?  How will we lead in moments of greatest concern and fear so that we prosper and foster hope?  May we listen for the Spirit’s leading together.  Amen
