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STORIES OF JOSEPH: RESTORATION 

A friend of mine mentioned Pat Conroy‟s novel, South of Broad, that is set in Charleston, South Carolina.  In it, 

there is a moment in which the story‟s narrator/protagonist, Leo King, a teenager at the time, asks his father‟s 

counsel.  Clearly, that makes it a fictional account.  However, one of Leo‟s high school classmates, an arrogant, 

aristocratic friend named Chad, had masterminded a prank that was intentionally cruel and humiliating to two of 

Leo‟s friends.  Leo is furious when he finds out.  In time, Chad apologizes for what he has done.  Leo turns to his 

father and asks, “Do I have to forgive Chad tonight?  Or can I go on hating him for another month or two?”  

Nursing the anger seemed so righteous.  But with the wisdom of experience his father answers, “Here‟s what you 

don‟t know about time, son. … It moves funny and it‟s hard to pin down.  Occasionally, time offers you a 

hundred opportunities to do the right thing.  Sometimes it gives you only one chance.  You‟ve got one chance 

here.  I wouldn‟t let it slip out of your hands.” 1 

We‟ve been journeying with Joseph, who could have nursed a righteous anger for the more than twenty years 

since his older brothers had toyed with turning their sibling rivalry with him into a death sport, but had then 

settled for simply selling him into slavery.  Having been carted off to Egypt, he had ended up in not the worst of 

situations initially, serving one of Pharaoh‟s officers, a man named Potiphar.  But then, his master‟s wife falsely 

accused him of attempting to rape her and Joseph suddenly found himself in prison with little prospect of ever 

getting out.  The cruelty of the impetuous act of his brothers had changed Joseph‟s whole life.  He could have 

harbored resentment toward them, but that can be something that drags one‟s whole life down.  He was a dreamer 

– he could have dreamed of inflicting great pain on them to begin to match what he had felt.  Perhaps he did 

imagine doing something mean to them for a period of time when he had no power to do so.  But finally, when 

Joseph had the chance, he chose a different path.   

The original dreams Joseph had, which were part of what had alienated him from his brothers, had been 

indication to him as a teenager that he would someday rule over his family.  The fulfillment of those dreams had 

just come to pass when we get to the passage from Genesis we read today, but Joseph‟s brothers did not know it 

was their own brother who sat in a position of authority before them.  As a result of Joseph‟s gift of being able to 

interpret the meaning of dreams, Pharaoh had asked him about a couple of disturbing dreams that he could not get 

out of his mind.  Joseph warned that a serious seven-year famine was approaching, but it would not arrive for the 

next seven years, which would be very good years of farm production.  He suggested a plan to stockpile grain 

from the seven good years so that they could all make it through the seven bad years.  It was so clear to Pharaoh 

that Joseph‟s God was working through him, that Pharaoh not only released him from prison, he put Joseph in 

charge of overseeing the storing and distribution of the grain that would help them all make it through the period 

of the famine.   

It was in the second year of the famine, that Joseph‟s brothers first came to buy grain.  The effects of the famine 

had extended into Canaan as well as throughout Egypt.  Joseph had recognized his brothers immediately, but they 

did not recognize him all these years later, speaking a different language, wearing Egyptian clothes, sitting in a 

position of power.  Joseph spoke to them through an interpreter and they did not realize that he understood the 

Hebrew they were using in speaking to one another.  In their minds, they assumed he was dead.  If he wasn‟t 

dead, they showed no desire to find him or to be reconciled to him.  It was absolutely unimaginable that it could 

have been their brother who they sold into slavery so many years before who sat before them as Pharaoh‟s right 

hand person overseeing the distribution of food to them in their time of need.   



And yet, here they were, bowing down to Joseph, as he had seen in his dream so long ago.  They were literally 

begging for food to stay alive, and he could have told them, “Go chew on some rocks.”  He could have had them 

thrown into prison and have thrown away the key.  He did withhold his identity from them for a while in an effort 

to get to see his younger brother, Benjamin, who had stayed in Canaan with his father.  Several times he was 

overwhelmed with emotion and had to hide his tears from them so they won‟t wonder about this curious 

„Egyptian‟ ruler before them.  But finally, with tears that couldn‟t be held back, tears of pain and healing, he says 

to them in their native Hebrew language, “I am Joseph,” and then he asks about the well-being of his father.  His 

brothers are so dumbfounded by the revelation that they are unable to respond to him.  Perhaps they feared for 

their lives.  But Joseph, moved by love, compassion, and grace,   convinces them that he has forgiven them and 

that he not only wants to help them with food - he wants them to move their households to Egypt for the duration 

of the famine. 

Earlier in the story, we had been told that God‟s presence had been with Joseph not just once in a blue moon, but 

throughout his trials.  God‟s presence is a loving one and God‟s love is not just one that wraps us in a big comfy 

blanket to make it through a cold night.  It is a loving presence that transforms us.  While it is God‟s providential 

care that weaves this story toward redemption, it is Joseph‟s embrace of that tapestry through forgiveness that 

makes him God‟s partner in the restoration. 

That is the movement of grace we proclaim each week when we celebrate the forgiveness of God for ourselves 

and then extend the peace to one another.  It is the same movement Joseph showed to his brothers.  It is a 

movement we celebrate whenever we see it acted out, but it is so difficult at times to embrace and embody such 

movement. 

There are times when the wrong done to us has been so egregious and painful that we cannot relinquish it without 

cost.  To forgive another person is not to trivialize or dismiss or excuse the pain that was inflicted.  Perhaps there 

are times when we receive an apology, and we are tempted to wave our hand and say, “Don‟t worry, it was 

nothing.”  But, in fact, it was something.  To forgive such a wrong may mean saying to oneself, “I have every 

right to remain angry, but I choose not to hold onto that anger any more.  In choosing forgiveness, I am seeking a 

way to put the pain behind us.”  Thus, in offering the gift of forgiveness, we at the same time give ourselves the 

gift of peace and healing.  Such a gift is possible only when we finally see and understand that the world does not 

neatly divide itself between offenders and offended, but that all of us, including ourselves, are in need of 

forgiveness.   

Joseph realized that God‟s loving and providential care had lifted him up in his time of distress, and that he had 

the chance to extend a similar grace to his brothers.  He could have said, “I don‟t have it in me to forgive them,” 

but indeed he found that he did, for he knew that God‟s love had opened his clenched fists.  No matter what 

grudge or alienation holds us back or weighs us down, forgiveness can open a door to both your future and 

mine.  Occasionally, time offers us a hundred opportunities to do the right thing.  Sometimes it gives us only one 

chance.  Today is the only guarantee we have.  We have a chance today.  God has put it into our hands.  I 

wouldn‟t let it slip away. 

 

1 Pat Conroy, South of Broad, New York, Nan A. Talese, 2009, 401-402. I am grateful to Tom Are, Jr., for letting 

me know of this passage in a sermon he preached July 11, 2010 at the Village Presbyterian Church of Prairie 

Village, Kansas. 

 


