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THE HIDDEN GOD                                                              Genesis 45:1–15

                                                                                                          Psalm 133

                                                                                              Romans 12:14-20
           As I shared in last week’s sermon, if I were to make a list of my favorite stories from the Bible, the story of Joseph and his brothers would be near the top. I find this story compelling in a number of ways. In the first place, God is not brought into the story as a way to solve human problems. Indeed, God does not speak or act in the story. This story, which is lengthy (it spans 13 chapters in the Book of Genesis), takes place on a human plane with only a passing reference to God. In this respect, I find the story thoroughly modern, for many of us do not continually detect God at work in our world. We may reflect upon what God desires for our world, but we are also aware that day-to-day decision-making belongs to us. It is often only in retrospect that we see God’s involvement in our lives and in the affairs of the world. This is the case in the story of Joseph and his brothers. It is only after Joseph forgives his brothers that there is a reference to God’s involvement in the story. Says Joseph to his brothers,
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 . . .                                                                             —Gen 45:5–8a

Does this not ring true with our human experience? On our own, we struggle with the issues of life that confront us, as best we can, and it is only after those issues have been somewhat resolved and life has been preserved that we see God’s involvement in all of it. God accompanies us throughout our lives, but God does not control us as a puppeteer controls his puppets.
 
There is yet another reason why I so like this story. It is a story of forgiveness and reconciliation. That too is something we must do on our own. God does not force us to forgive. God may accompany us on the journey towards forgiveness, but God leaves it up to us as to whether or not we will forgive one another. God is often hidden in acts of forgiveness and reconciliation until we come to understand that God was there all along.
If there is one thing our world needs and we need in our lives, it is forgiveness and reconciliation. O that we might have a world in which the words of the psalmist might ring true:


How good and pleasant it is



   when kindred live together in unity! . . .



For there God ordained the blessing,



   the blessing of life forevermore.                       —Ps 133:1,3b
Or a world in which the words of the Apostle Paul would ring true:
   Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse them.

Rejoice with those who rejoice, weep with those who weep. Live in harmony with one another; do not be haughty, but associate with the lowly; do not claim to be wiser than you are. Do not repay anyone evil for evil, but take thought for what is noble in the sight of all. If it is possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all. 

                                                                     —Romans 12:14–18

The truth is that we do not live in such a world. Remembering God’s dream over Joseph, it’s almost as if the hope for a world at peace and unafraid is God’s dream over us. We can only hope that we may continue to journey towards the fulfillment of that dream.
Of course, before any measure of forgiveness or reconciliation can take place, there must first be an acknowledgment of the wrong that has taken place. The hidden God will not intervene to tell us what is wrong and what is right. That is something for us to discern. Surely, for followers of Jesus it is not rocket science. When we witnessed the night march of the neo-Nazis and members of the Ku Klux Klan in Charlottesville last week, when we heard repeatedly the Nazi slogan, “Blood and Soil,” and the chant “Jews will not replace us,” we knew that something dark and foreboding was at work. Then, when we witnessed the hate and the violence resulting in the death of Heather Heyer, we knew that this ran counter to everything we hold dear. We knew that evil was at work in our world. 
In our Wednesday lectionary study group, it was said that the events in Charlottesville revealed something true about our society. There is an undercurrent of hate and violence and racism in our society that must be acknowledged and addressed. On a human level, at least, what has been hidden is now coming to light. The tragic death of Heather Heyer has forced us to acknowledge what we must face as human beings and as followers of Christ. We have a president that will not allow himself to face the truth. But we as Christians must face the truth that racism is alive and well in our society, and that we must do something about it. We can never forget that Japanese Americans, Chinese Americans, Filipino Americans, kanaka maoli, and Pacific Islanders have been, and, in many cases, still are victims of racism. If for too long we have been silent, we can be silent no longer. 
Let us return to our story. Just as we must face the truth of what is going on in our world and our lives, Joseph must also face the truth of his own life. He has become a highly honored personage in the Egyptian Empire, but he cannot forget what his own brothers did to him when they sold him into slavery. He harbors hate in his heart. At the same time, he is not at ease with himself as long as he is estranged from his brothers. There is something in him that desires forgiveness, but how can it take place? First, there must be a withholding of any kind of revenge. Donald Shriver in his remarkable book, An Ethic for Enemies,
 describes how Joseph toys with revenge over and over again. He can do his brothers in at any time. He makes them go through hoop after hoop before he decides to forgive them. You can read the story for yourself. But Joseph never allows himself to carry out revenge against his brothers. The words from Paul’s Letter to the church in Rome come to mind: “‘Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord.’ No, ‘if your enemies are hungry, feed them; if they are thirsty, give them something to eat.’” (Rom 12:19–20) In other words, it’s best to leave vengeance up to God, something we did not do following 9/11, but something we must do now. We have a feeling that this is exactly what Heather Heyer’s mother and father are doing. With them, there is no talk of revenge or retribution.
Besides the withholding of revenge, something else needs to take place in Joseph, and that is empathy. Joseph needs to be able to feel the anguish of his father Isaac and the fear and guilt of his brothers. He needs to be able to put himself in their shoes. This too is what Heather Heyer’s mother suggested to NBC in an interview. She said that we have to try to understand why the neo-Nazis and the Ku Klux Klansmen are so filled with anger and hate before we can move towards any kind of reconciliation.
It is Joseph’s empathy for his father and brothers that draws everyone together. “Come closer to me,” says Joseph to his brothers. And at the end of the scene, we read, “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.” (Gen 45:14–15) Empathy on Joseph’s part gives way to compassion and forgiveness and reconciliation. 
On Wednesday, at our Lectionary Study, we recalled the words of Martin Luther King, Jr.: “Darkness cannot drive out darkness; only light can do that. Hate cannot drive out hate; only love can do that.” What a remarkable and moving sight it was to see those hundreds of candles at the peaceful gathering of concerned citizens in Charlottesville the night following Heather Heyer’s memorial service.
It is when we witness such gatherings, it is when the truth is told, it is when the power of evil is confronted, it is when the way of revenge is rejected, it is when light seeks to drive out darkness and love seeks to drive out hate, it is when empathy replaces separation that the hidden God is revealed, and we say, God has been and still is with us and for us; God will surely bring us to a time when we shall know the kind of forgiveness and reconciliation Joseph and his family came to know and experience; and, yes, God’s dream of a world at peace and unafraid is still being dreamed over us and will be dreamed over us until, as the old hymn declares, the “earth shall be filled with the glory of God as the waters cover the sea.” Thanks be to God. Amen.

� Donald W. Shriver Jr., An Ethic for Enemies: Forgiveness in Politics (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995) See Chapter1. 





