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“Human,	all	too	human.”	(Genesis	37.1-4,	12-28)	
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As	Nikolai’s	favourite	philosopher	would	say,	“human,	all	too	human”,	blessed	with	

human	foibles	and	brokenness,	yet,	held	in	the	hands	of	God.	

Genesis	chapters	37-50	reads	like	a	short	story	or	novella	unlike	the	rest	of	Genesis,	

which	comprises	short,	episodic	stand	alone	stories.	We	hear	only	a	scene	in	the	Jacob	

saga	today.	

This	story	of	Jacob’s	family	which	takes	up	14	chapters	of	Genesis	is	a	story	that	

rings	true	to	life,	with	its	favouritism	and	jealousy	even	thoughts	of	murder	and	

revenge.	It’s	a	story	that	is	part	of	a	larger	narrative	which	begins	in	the	promised	land	

of	Canaan,	heads	off	to	Egypt	and	then	back	to	the	promised	land	in	the	end.	It’s	a	story	

of	family,	of	politics,	of	human	priority	and	strength.	It’s	a	story	of	growth,	unravelling	

and	forgiveness.	There	are	many	places	in	the	story	where	we	may	resonate	or	have	

something	to	say.	

I	wonder	how	Nikolai	would’ve	found	him	in	the	classroom,	young	Joseph?	

Probably	bright	and	sparkly	eyed	but	a	bit	of	a	pain	in	the	neck,	overconfident,	and	

immature?	Teacher’s	pet?	Was	he	willing	to	learn,	I	wonder?	Or	did	that	come	later?	

Clever	in	some	things	but	absolutely	stupid	in	others,	showing	off	the	beautiful	coat	his	

father	gave	him,	telling	of	his	dreams	and	how	people	would	bow	down	to	him.	Very	

unwise,	this	daddy‘s	boy,	the	child	of	his	father‘s	beloved	wife.		 	

Cameron	Howard	suggests	that	‘The	dysfunction	in	Joseph’s	family	stems	not	



from	any	one	source,	but	rather	from	the	brokenness	of	all	parties’.	Everyone	in	this	

story	is	flawed,	“all	too	human”.	

For	example,	“Israel	loved	Joseph	more	than	any	other	of	his	children	…	”	(37:3a),	

we	hear,	and	he	treated	him	as	special.	Parental	favouritism	is	nothing	new	to	stories	in	

Genesis.	At	Genesis	22:2,	God	describes	Isaac	to	Abraham	as	“your	son,	your	only	son,	

the	one	you	love,”	despite	the	fact	that	Abraham	has	another	son,	Ishmael.	

The	theme	of	favouritism	is	even	more	pronounced	in	the	stories	of	Joseph’s	father	

Jacob	and	his	brother,	Esau,	where	Rebekah	conspires	with	her	favourite	son	Jacob	to	

wrangle	the	blessing	from	Isaac’s	favourite	son	Esau.	The	narrative	again	uses	the	term	

love	to	describe	that	favouritism:	“Isaac	loved	Esau,	because	he	was	fond	of	game;	but	

Rebekah	loved	Jacob”	(Genesis	25:28).	Especially	striking	in	the	Joseph	story	is	the	way	

that	Israel’s	(i.e.,	Jacob’s)	love	for	Joseph	inspires	the	opposite	emotion,	hatred,	in	

Joseph’s	brothers	(37:4)	The	narrative	first	reports	that	the	brothers	hate	Joseph	

because	Jacob	loves	him	the	most	(verse	4).	

They	then	hate	Joseph	“even	more”	because	he	has	special	dreams	(verse	5),	and	

yet	again	they	hate	Joseph	“even	more	because	of	his	dreams	and	his	words”	(verse	8).	

He	predicts	his	whole	family	will	one	day	bow	to	him,	and	he	is	obnoxiously	delighted	to	

report	that	information.	Even	Jacob	takes	Joseph	to	task	for	this	hubris	(verse	10).	So,	

we	see,	Joseph’s	behaviour	plays	a	role	in	the	growing	rift	in	his	relationship	with	his	

brothers.	All	parties	are	broken.	All	are	implicated.	

Yet,	the	perversity	and	callousness	of	the	brothers	is	shown	when	immediately	

after	tossing	Joseph	into	the	pit,	which	specifically	is	described	as	having	no	water	(verse	

24),	such	that	Joseph	will	not	drown	but	will	also	not	be	able	to	drink,	the	brothers	sit	

down	to	enjoy	their	lunch	(verse	25).	They	show	neither	compassion	nor	remorse.	In	

keeping	with	the	narrative	arc	of	the	story,	verses	19-20	poignantly	foreshadow	the	

ending	of	the	Joseph	cycle:	“They	said	to	one	another,	‘Here	comes	this	dreamer.	Come	

now,	let	us	kill	him	and	throw	him	into	one	of	the	pits;	then	we	shall	say	that	a	wild	



animal	has	devoured	him,	and	we	shall	see	what	will	become	of	his	dreams.’”	

Here’s	a	spoiler.	What	will	become	of	his	dreams,	of	course,	is	that	they	will	come	true.	

Joseph’s	power	in	Egypt	will	save	the	lives	of	his	family,	who	will	bow	down	to	him.	This	

disturbing	episode	of	violence	and	betrayal	becomes	the	means	by	which	Israel’s	

descendants	will	survive	a	terrible	famine.	A	sense	of	the	Providence	of	God	runs	

powerfully	through	the	Joseph	cycle,	no	more	clearly	than	in	Joseph’s	words	in	the	

closing	chapter:	“Even	though	you	intended	to	do	harm	to	me,	God	intended	it	for	good,	

in	order	to	preserve	a	numerous	people,	as	he	is	doing	today”	we	read	in	Genesis	50:20.	

Joseph’s	life	like	everyone	else’s	has	its	high	highs	and	low	lows.	He’s	loved	by	his	

father,	stolen	away	from	his	family.	He	ends	up	in	prison,	where	his	giftedness	in	

interpreting	dreams	gets	him	out	of	there.	He	seems	to	inspire	jealousy	and	revenge,	

like	any	tall	poppy.	Perhaps	that’s	the	human	condition,	but	then	he	ends	up	one	of	the	

most	powerful	men	in	his	adopted	country	of	Egypt,	so	much	so	that	he’s	able	to	save	

his	family	from	starvation	not	without	a	little	joke	about	them	being	spies	and	planting	a	

golden	goblet	in	their	bags.	The	end	of	our	story	shows	that	he’s	finally	growing-up	and	

that	he	doesn’t	hate	his	brothers.	He	forgives	them	because	he	sees	that	it	all	works	out	

in	the	end,	but	he	still	plays	with	them	a	bit,	planting	that	stuff	in	their	luggage.	

How	do	we	get	there?	How	do	we	get	to	the	end,	to	that	place	of	forgiveness,	of	

love,	of	seeing	a	bigger	picture?	It	could’ve	ended	so	differently	he	could’ve	been	

murdered.	He	could’ve	died	of	heat	in	the	desert	but	he	didn’t	and	he	attributes	his	

ongoing	life	to	the	goodness	of	God.	Can	we	do	that?	When	we’re	in	the	midst	of	

suffering,	depression,	anxiety,	grief,	cancer,	where	do	we	see	the	divine	in	these	ups	and	

downs	of	life?	It’s	hard	sometimes,	and	often	we	think	God	has	forsaken	us,	turned	

God‘s	back	as	it	were.	Sometimes	it’s	hard	to	trust,	hard	to	keep	hoping,	and	it	doesn’t	

always	seem	to	turn	out	fine.	What	helps	me	is	a	community	of	faith,	a	practice	of	

prayer,	the	invitation	to	stay	in	there,	to	begin	again	and	again	in	the	simplicity	of	

meditation,	in	the	offering	of	service,	in	the	acceptance	of	love	and	support.	Sara	



Thomsen	sings	“..come	to	me	and	I	will	hold	you	hold	you	hold	you”,	then	her	song	ends	

inviting	us	to	hold	God,	“will	you,	hold	me,	hold	me,	hold	me,	come	to	me.”	

This	is	the	ongoing	challenge	and	struggle,	to	hold	and	be	held.	I	wonder,	if	I	were	

to	interview	Joseph,	what	he	would	say	about	his	life?	How	would	he	reflect	on	his	

childhood,	his	growing	up,	and	his	adulthood?	I	imagine	he	too	would	see	himself	as	the	

pain	that	he	was,	he	would	thank	God	that	he	was	still	alive	and	able	to	make	

reparation.		

And	his	brothers?	How	would	they	see	their	lives?	Where	do	you	place	yourself	in	

this	story?	Are	you	Reuben?	Judah?	One	of	the	other	brothers?	Are	you	Jacob,	the	

father	who	stole	a	blessing	from	his	own	brother,	and	saw	and	found	God	while	he	was	

sleeping	outside	in	the	wilderness	on	a	rock.	Or	are	you	Joseph,	older	and	wiser	for	all	

that	has	happened	in	your	life?	What	would	you	say	of	God?	What	would	you	say	to	

God?	

God	doesn’t	make	much	of	an	appearance	in	the	early	parts	of	the	Joseph	story	

and	only	seems	to	appear	towards	the	end.	It	seems	that	God‘s	presence	is	hidden,	

bubbling	along	underneath,	a	deep	underlying	presence	that	holds	me.	And	perhaps	

that’s	how	it	is	for	many	of	us.	God‘s	presence	is	hard	to	track,	hard	to	pin	down.	We	get	

on	with	it.	We	may	even	meditate	or	pray	or	read	the	scriptures,	but	sometimes	there	

seems	to	be	an	absence.	Some	of	us	let	go	of	it	all	and	turn	away,	and	some	of	us	just	

hang	in	there	with	trust,	with	faith,	with	the	support	of	community,	but	it	ain’t	easy	at	

times.	Real	life	intrudes	and	we	try	to	work	things	out	in	our	own	way.	This	invitation	to	

trust,	letting	go,	to	releasing,	is	easier	said	than	done.	But	it	doesn’t	mean	that	God‘s	

not	there	anyway,	within	us,	in	between	us,	in	strength	and	vulnerability.	How	did	I	

survive	the	hard	times?	It’s	the	little	things:	The	daffodils	in	winter,	the	phone	call,	the	

food	left	on	my	doorstep,	a	particular	reading,	a	retreat,	following	the	desire	of	my	

heart.	

A	theology	of	presence	undergirds	our	story.	I	imagine	it	is	written	from	the	end	



first	where	everything	seemed	to	work	out	okay,	to	explain	the	going	into	Egypt	and	

coming	back	again.	Hindsight	is	a	wonderful	thing.	

“The	dysfunction	in	Joseph’s	family	stems	not	from	any	one	source,	but	rather	

from	the	brokenness	of	all	parties”.	Everyone	in	this	story	is	flawed,	all	too	human.	

God’s	peculiar	people	we	are,	flawed	and	broken,	and	much	loved.	

Consider	the	presence	of	God	in	the	midst	of	good	and	bad	alike,	in	suffering	and	

triumph,	promise	and	fulfilment,	in	brokenness	and	vulnerability.	‘There	is	a	healing	

hand	at	work’,	William	Broderick	would	say,	and	he	suggests,	

‘We	have	to	be	candles,	burning	between	hope	and	despair,	faith	and	doubt,	life	

and	death,	all	the	opposites.’	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	


