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Genesis 45:1-15

45 Then 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.  And he wept so loudly that the

Egyptians heard it, and the household of Pharaoh heard it. > Joseph 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.

*Then 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. > And now do not be distressed or angry with yourselves because you sold me here, for God sent me before
you to preserve life. ® For 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. “ God sent me before you to preserve for you a remnant on earth and to keep alive for you many
survivors. ® So 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. ® Hurry 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. '° You 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. " T 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.’ > And now your eyes and the eyes of my brother Benjamin see that it is my own mouth that speaks to you. ®* You
must tell my father how greatly I am honored in Egypt and all that you have seen. Hurry and bring my father down

here.” " Then he fell upon his brother Benjamin’s neck and wept, while Benjamin wept upon his neck. * And he kissed all his
brothers and wept upon them, and after that his brothers talked with him.

[ admit I have gotten better and made improvements in my life, but for let’s say the first 40ish years of my life, if I
happened to be flipping through channels to see what was on tv and I came across the movie The Godfather, no matter where
it was in the timeframe or whatever else I had happening, I was a sucker for dropping everything and spending the next
three hours with Marlon Brando and Al Pacino and Robert Duvall and James Caan, watching Francis Ford Coppola’s Oscar
dominating film. Even more annoying, horrifying, exasperating to unnamed members of my family, would be those occasions
when we would happen onto a Godfather marathon, and T would passionately make my case for why (once again) watching
Michael Corleone descend deeper into the depths of human depravity, revenge, and iron-clad control over the Corleone
crime family was an entertaining and enjoyable way to spend the rest of the day.

Like I said, I may still be enamored by The Godfather, but I have busier and maybe have improved willpower when
The Godfather suddenly appears on screen. Nowadays, the only time I think about the Godfather is when I read a passage
like this one from Genesis. If there was ever a Godfather moment in scripture this one has to be it. Imagine the delicious
revenge if Joseph hired Michael Corleone as his consigliere. Remember, his brothers sold him out. Originally, they were
actually going to kill him and make it look like an accident until one of his brothers Reuben thought that was a bit harsh and
offered an an alternative. Let’s just erase him. Let’s sell him to some traders on their way to Egypt, we can make it look like

he was gored by a wild animal, and bring back his favorite coat with blood all over it, and he’ll be out of our lives forever, we



can tell our father about the horrible accident, and we won't have to commit fratricide. They go through with it. It all works
spectacularly. Their father mourns and Joseph is out of their lives forever.

Then comes a horrible famine and the band of brothers make their way to the neighboring country Egypt to beg for
help from a foreign government, to beg for assistance, to beg for grain. And they are hauled before the Pharoah’s top advisor
and special envoy, none other than their brother Joseph, but they don’t recognize him any more. Whyt would they? He had
been erased from their memories. He was an afterthought. He had been thrown into a pit and sold into slavery to nomads.
Why would they ever think he would be sitting before them as a Presidential advisor. Cue the music from the Godfather. It's
revenge time. It’s take out the five families time. It’s time to settle scores and show the brothers what revenge and retribution
look like. If you listen carefully, can’t you hear the Godfather theme music weaving around this story in the background? Get
your revenge Joseph. They won’t even see it coming. Take your brothers out. Send them away to starve. Use your power to
settle scores and exact retribution. That’s the way the world works, right? If he doesn’t do it to them, they’re going to do it to
him. We are at the moment of sweet revenge. And Joseph has the perfect opportunity to turn the tables on his brothers who
betrayed him without them ever seeing it coming.

Last Sunday night I took in the 50" anniversary of Saturday Night Live and watched the top musical guests Sabrina
Carpenter and Paul Simon sing a duet of his Simon and Garfunkel original ‘Homeward Bound.” Before they started singing
Carpenter reminded Simon that the first time he was the musical guest on Saturday Night Live, in its very first year of
existence, 1975, she had not been born nor had her parents been born. And to be fair, Paul Simon was looking long in the
tooth, in fact, when the camera panned to his side, I got distracted and thought why is that old guy on the stage and then
remembered oh that is Paul Simon. In 1968 Paul Simon and Art Garfunkel recorded another song for another watershed
moment and movie The Graduate entitled ‘Mrs. Robinson.” There is a line in that song that has found its way into the title of
the sermon today. It comes from the last stanzas of the lyrics: ‘Where have you gone, Joe DiMaggio? Our nation turns its
lonely eyes to you...woo, woo, woo..what’s that you say, Mrs. Robinson, Joltin’ Joe has left and gone away...hey, hey, hey.’

Now that we have identified Paul Simon, let’s spend a little time making sure we all know about Joe DiMaggio. He
was the starting centerfielder for the New York Yankees after the championship years of Babe Ruth and Lou Gehrig.
DiMaggio was the next great star who began his career in 1936 and ended it in 1951. Perhaps his peak years would have been
in the early 1940s but he missed three years playing for the Yankees serving in the US Army Air Forces, giving up his $43,750
Yankees salary for a monthly payment of $50. DiMaggio was the emblem of America in that era...pulling together to defeat
tyranny and advance the cause of freedom and realizing that sacrifices might have to be made for such a cause. In the turmoil

of civil rights, war in Vietnam, assassinations of Martin Luther King, Jr., and Bobby Kennedy, and riots across many



American cities, looking back wistfully to the days of Joe DiMaggio was a longing for a simpler, more dignified, and
wholesome time. ‘Where have you gone Joe DiMaggio, our nation turns its lonely eyes to you? But 'm not really talking
about that Joe, but another Joe, one whose own unprecedented act of forgiveness towards his brothers sets us all here in
Genesis on a different trajectory as to what God intends for humanity and all creation.

Genesis begins with a bang, literally, and then almost immediately humanity warps our sense of vocation and
purpose and decides we would rather play God, pursuing a life without limits or consequences or restrictions. It doesn’t stop
there, but Cain does commit fratricide against his brother Abel and thus begins a sordid tale of humanity taking God’s good
creation, turning on each other, and turning God’s gifts into a dumpster fire and toward our own selfish ends. The spiral
seems to continue indefinitely until we get to the end of Genesis and something miraculous happens. In spite of humanity’s
tendency toward betrayal, revenge, and abuse of power, that is never the end of the story. The story ends not with Joseph
who has every right to turn the tables and have his comeuppance, the story ends with Joseph hugging his long-lost brothers
and weeping for joy at this serendipitous reunion. His brothers honestly don’t believe it. They think he is just ‘godfathering’
them and then when they get comfortable in his presence, he will drop the hammer down.

But Joseph ends this long and winding tale of humanity’s beginnings, not with more sordid betrayal and revenge, but
with reconciliation and redemption. At the very end of Genesis, in Genesis 50, after the death of Joseph’s father Jacob,
Joseph’s brothers surmise that surely now is the moment he is going to take us out. Our father is dead, now Joseph will show
his true colors and get his revenge. Now that our father is gone, we will get our just desserts. But instead, Joseph who has all
the cards, declares to his brothers: ‘you meant it for evil, but God intended it for good,” God used it to bring us back together,
to reconcile us, to put us back together again (Genesis 50:20). The end of Genesis could have easily turned out to be more
like the end of the Godfather with Joseph setting up each of his brothers like Michael Corleone set up the heads of the five
families. But the story takes another course, one that portends to another figure who loves his enemies and those that
betrayed him even as he hangs on a cross while they hide in the shadows. At least one reason the disciples may have been
filled with fear when they encountered the risen Christ outside the empty tomb is because they thought he is going to exact
revenge and exact payback for their desertion, betrayal, and denial. But like Joseph before him, his grace and mercy reconcile
them and bring them together to offer the world a counter story than the kill or be killed, revenge and retribution, might
makes right way of life that we are all conditioned to believe makes the world go round.

A month or so ago, some members of our church took the opportunity to hear Pulitzer prize author Marilynne
Robinson speak at Tulane University. In my view, Robinson is a gifted novelist but also a gifted theologian who knows her

way around Calvin and Reformed theology. At the end of her talk she reminded the audience that one of the great acts of



grace and reconciliation by a nation was the Marshall Plan at the end of World War I which immediately invested
significant financial resources in a defeated and humbled enemy, who bore significant responsibility, not only for the
destruction of war, but also the genocide of over 6 million Jewish people. Nevertheless, there was enough memory of the
reparations on Germany at the end of World War I that were way too punitive and harsh and inadvertently led to
resentment, grievance, and the seeds of World War II.

In contrast, Robinson reminded us that the Marshall Plan was an act of investment in enemies and a concrete
example of love of enemy, rather than a winner seeking revenge and retribution and comeuppance (contrast that, by the way,
with the offer that was made this past week to our supposed ally Ukraine exacting payments higher than those imposed on
Germany at the end of World War I). In her collection of essays Robinson concludes with these words that I think are
helpful in this season of Mardi Gras as we head into Lent...words about the fragility of life and words about what we will do
with our short span of life in service of the grace, justice, and love of Jesus Christ. She writes: ‘since we have not yet burned
the taper of [our] earthly existence down to its end, we still have time to muster the dignity and graciousness and courage
that are uniquely our gift.’!

In many ways, Genesis is the account of the human descent into cruelty and chaos, falling aaway from God and from
each other, humanity over and over again coming apart at the seams. Fratricide, betrayal, floods, and falling towers all seem
to be the dominant narrative and the tragic destiny of humanity. Joseph’s sordid tale seems to be headed in the same
godfatherly direction rumbling toward a cold-hearted Michael Corleone exacting revenge on everyone who betrayed him.
But a miracle occurs at the end of Genesis and Joseph offers grace rather than revenge, Joseph embodies a love of enemy
rather than a pursuit of his enemy’s suffering and demise, Joseph uses his power and his upperhand to bring about
reconciliation and to offer humanity a different way of life than the only one we had been conditioned to think there was.
The story does not have to end with revenge, with comeuppance, with violent retribution. So, I guess the question for all of
us is this.......

..which story are we going to live by?

! Marilynne Robinson, ‘Awakening,” in The Givenness of Things, 107.



