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       Thus the history of the Israelites continues – this 
story of Joseph and his brothers giving us an 
explanation for their presence in Egypt the first place.  
The mythologies presented in the Hebrew Bible are 
complex indeed, if not convoluted. Come Exodus, of 
course, we will see them escape, under the leadership of 
Moses. But if you weren’t enslaved in the first place, you 
wouldn’t need to escape.  

       Lo these thousands of years, the stories have been 
passed down as means of reaffirming Yahweh as the 
one and only deity of the Israelites, and by extension, 
us: our help in ages past, our hope in years to come; 
immortal, invisible God only wise.  

       The most challenging and lingering difficulty of our 
attempts to understand, or at least reconcile ourselves 
with our bittersweet experience as human beings has 
been to accept the ongoing existence of evil. Why, Oh 
why, we want to know, would a benevolent Creator, 
who could prevent bad things from happening, not just 
do so? For example, today’s story includes Joseph telling 
his brothers, whom he is about to rescue from 
starvation, along with their families: “God sent me here 
to preserve life.” In other words, God made them sell 
him into slavery in Egypt, just so he could be there to 
save them at this moment.  Why didn’t God just fix 
things without letting anybody suffer?  



       Moreover, Joseph goes on to say that this family of 
his father Jacob, Joseph’s eleven brothers, the sons of 
the man now named Israel, along with their wives and 
children will be the only ones left of the people called 
Israel to survive the seven-year famine: “God sent me 
before you so that I might preserve you for a remnant 
here on Earth, to keep you alive, the survivors.” In other 
words, God made preparations so the family Israel 
would be the nexus of a post-famine nation Israel. As a 
great hyena once said, “Prepared? Sure, we’ll be 
prepared.  For what?”  

       Noah’s family formed the nexus of all humanity after 
the great flood re-booted the human race. This later 
story of Jacob/Israel developed when it was no longer 
possible to kid ourselves that we were the only people 
on Earth. So instead, the plot revolves around the 
rebooting of a specific culture. Although all humanity 
may have stemmed from Eve and Adam, or Noah and 
his sons if you must, and much of humanity is said to be 
descended from Hagar or Sarah and Abraham, Israel got 
its start with, you got it, Israel. That is, Jacob and Co., by 
way of Joseph’s being sold down the river by his 
brothers and then later preserving them.  From that 
point on, Israel is not just a family, it’s not even just an 
ethnic group or nation; it is a true cabal, a people whose 
origins are unique, mysterious and mystical. Everything 
that takes place from this point forward in biblical 
history stems from this moment when, for reasons that 
seem unfathomable, God propels these 12 through the 



worst that life can inflict: betrayal, enslavement, the 
agony of human evil.   

       Surely this is not because they deserve pain. Surely 
God’s whole enterprise is to convince us that nobody 
deserves pain, betrayal, enslavement or human evil. The 
history of the Hebrew people is one long effort by God 
to convince them that nobody deserves pain. Boy, are 
they slow learners.  

       Of course, human life entails pain. From the outrage 
of womb expulsion, through the wrenching agonies of 
adolescence, fights, war, childbearing, poverty, crime, 
and disasters both natural and un, to the heartbreaks of 
loss, disease and death, in life, we hurt a lot. It is the 
nature of our earthly existence to undergo physical 
suffering. Variables like brain chemistry, political 
environment, education and parental nurture 
contribute to varying degrees of emotional pain as well.  

       That some will hurt so far more than others, and 
obviously through no fault of their own, is clear proof 
that the degree of human pain is not what God makes 
decisions about. God doesn’t decide which kid will drive 
into a bridge abutment, any more than who will win the 
lottery. When we consider that God’s most complex 
creation is human consciousness, we can begin to see 
that her decision about human pain has been made once 
and for all.  If nobody deserves more or less pain than 
anybody else, then nobody deserves any at all.  What 
God is so eagerly longing to have us know is that the 



decisionmaking is now ours and ours alone.  We are 
unable to avoid all pain, but it seems we will bear most 
anything, but only if we can turn from sadness and/or 
hatred to hope.  

       When Joseph decides to forgive his brothers for 
what they have done to him, he realizes that he is now 
doing the will of God.  That’s why he says God sent him 
there.  As the saying goes, he makes “a decision to turn 
his will and his life over to the care of God as he 
understands Him.” That’s why he declares his family to 
be the remnant of the old people and the nexus of the 
new: because they are the ones who have taken 
undeserved pain and turned it into peace.  Does this 
mean no more pain for the Israelites? Heck no. They’ve 
got 400 years of slavery ahead of them once a new 
Pharoah comes in who couldn’t give a rat’s patoot for 
mystical, cabbalistic, Yahweh-following forgiveness 
foolishness.  

       No, they’ve got plenty of pain ahead of them, as do 
we all. But for Jacob, that is for Israel, and for Joseph, as 
indeed for each of us, relief and peace come when we 
join the cabal that whispers of the utter undeservedness 
of suffering and sings of the longing of God to hold our 
hearts in hope, when we indeed shout this song from 
the highest hills to all the suffering people our voices 
can reach.    


