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Apart from God’s prophets, Joseph is one of the few 
major figures in the narratives of the Hebrew 
Scriptures whose life is marked by faithfulness and 
suffering, but not by any great evil. It’s easy for me to 
forget that Moses murdered a man;1 I usually do 
remember that David had a man murdered so he 
could have the man’s wife for himself2—and in the 
narrative, the woman who becomes the mother of 
King Solomon raises no objection. Our readings omit 
too often stories of God requiring the deaths of 
people of all ages. In the New Testament, God will 
require the death of only one. 
 
Now it is true that Joseph makes himself odious, first 
to his older brothers and then to his father by 
revealing to them the dreams he has had. In his first 
dream, the sheaves of his brothers in the field bow 
down to his sheaf. In the second, the sun, the moon, 
and eleven stars (representing Joseph’s father, mother, 

                            
1 Exodus 2:11–12. 
2 2 Samuel 11:2–21. 
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and eleven brothers) bow down to him.3 It doesn’t 
occur to his brothers, but perhaps it should have 
occurred to his father Jacob, to whom God spoke 
through several dreams—the most famous being the 
dream of the ladder uniting earth and heaven with 
God’s angels ascending and descending on it4—that 
perhaps God was speaking to the son Jacob loved 
most of all.5  
 
Joseph may be faulted for not having the discipline, 
emotional maturity, to keep the meaning of his dreams 
to himself. Fear, jealousy, and parental favoritism all 
served to turn his brothers and, as far as Joseph knew, 
his father against him.6 This is a family, after all, that is 
well-versed in treachery,7 and in murder.  
 
Unfortunately, the Daily Office Lectionary entirely 
omits the thirty-fourth chapter of Genesis, with the 
story of the rape of Jacob’s daughter Dinah by 
Shechem, the son of Hamor the prince of the Hivites. 
Shechem loved Dinah, Genesis tells us, but her 

                            
3 Genesis 37:5–11. 
4 Genesis 28:10–17. 
5 Genesis 37:4. 
6 http://rabbisacks.org/covenant-conversation-homepage/, Jonathan Sacks, “Does 
My Father Love Me,” (accessed 23 December 2018). 
7 Genesis 27:1–40; 29:21–30. 
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brothers can’t forgive the beginning of this 
relationship. Treachery, murder, and plunder follow. 
The Hivite women and children become slaves. The 
sons of Jacob wanted revenge and riches, especially 
Dinah’s full brothers, Simeon and Levi. And when 
Jacob is dying and speaking to each of his twelve sons, 
these are his words to Dinah’s brothers: 
 

Simeon and Levi are brothers; weapons of violence are their 
swords. O my soul, come not into their council; O my spirit, 
be not joined to their company; for in their anger they slay 
men, and in their wantonness they hamstring oxen. Cursed 
be their anger, for it is fierce; and their wrath, for it is cruel! 
I will divide them in Jacob and scatter them in Israel.8 

 
For the record, only five of Jacob’s twelve sons receive 
a blessing of approbation: Judah, Zebulun, Gad, 
Asher, and Joseph9—not a great average. 
 
Unlike the prophets who will come to Israel, Joseph’s 
call is a “hidden call,” to use the phrase of Old 
Testament scholar Walter Brueggemann.10 Joseph, 

                            
8 Genesis 49:5–7. 
9 Genesis 49:1–28. 
10 Walter Brueggemann, Genesis, Interpretation: A Bible Commentary for Teaching 
and Preaching (Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1982), 288. 
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imprisoned after the false accusation of his master 
Potiphar’s wife, endures confinement with no end in 
sight. But while Joseph is in Pharaoh’s prison, he 
comes to understand that God reveals the meaning of 
dreams, not humans. 
 
Our first lesson picks up tonight two years after 
Joseph was able to tell Pharaoh’s imprisoned butler 
that he will be pardoned and Pharaoh’s imprisoned 
baker that he will be hanged. Tonight we hear the 
famous dream about the seven fat cows and the seven 
starving cows who will eat them11—I can’t help but 
wonder if we have here an echo of humanity’s 
frightening and fearful memories of cannibalism. 
 
In Mark, Matthew, and Luke, it is asserted that Jesus 
would be a son of David, born in Bethlehem. And in 
these gospels, Jesus is addressed by demons and 
people in need as “son of David.” It’s important for 
Paul’s preaching that Jesus was “descended from 
David according to the flesh.”12 But scholars suggest 
that the words in Micah about a ruler coming forth 
from Bethlehem may not be a prophecy about the 

                            
11 Genesis 41:1–57. 
12 Romans 1:3. 
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anointed One, a Messiah13—the prophecy uses the 
word for “ruler,” not “Anointed”—Messiah. 
 
You and I know that all turns out well for Joseph. In 
Joseph’s lifetime, things go well for his larger family, 
too. I think we can understand Joseph’s life as a 
resurrection. In his story Christians continue to see a 
foreshadowing of the story of Jesus, a foreshadowing 
of the pilgrimage of our own lives. God is faithful, and 
he has intended challenge and resurrection for all. 
 

In the Name of the Father, and of the Son,  
    and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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13 Micah 5:2. See: Francis J. Moloney, The Gospel of John, Sacra Pagina (Collegeville: 
Liturgical Press, 1998), 257. 


