Growing in the dark
Joseph part 2, on Resilience

sermon by Silvia Purdie
Reading: Psalm 17: Under Attack

Sermon incorporating readings from Genesis 
1) Genesis 39: 1-6

2) Genesis 39: 19-23
3) Genesis 40: 1-8

So, today we pick up again the story of Joseph. A couple of weeks ago we got familiar with the family of Jacob, the 12 sons and 1 daughter to 4 women, and I used some of the tools of family therapy to help us understand the patterns of pain that reproduced themselves from one generation to another … that ended up at that devastating moment in which those nice young men sold their brother into slavery. 
But as we know, the story did not end there. It could have. Joseph could easily have been crushed by that unbelievable act of rejection and betrayal from those who were charged with protecting him as family … Joseph could easily have been consumed with anger – certainly he did carry anger and bitterness towards his brothers for many years, so that when he met them again he felt those emotions again as fresh as the day it happened. But somehow Joseph put his pain aside. Somehow Joseph was able to step right out of his old life and into an entirely new and different one. And succeed in it!
Let’s hear the story: Genesis 39: 1-6

It could hardly have been more different from his old life! Joseph as slave in Potiphar’s house had to learn a new language, a new culture, to live in a big house in the city, to serve food he had never seen before, to grasp an entirely foreign social structure, way of life, economic system and world view. And learn he did, and quickly. Joseph became a whole new person, the cocky shepherd now unrecognizable. and he impressed them, these rich Egyptians, they liked him & how he worked and learned. So he got more responsibility, nicer clothes, nicer food … but he never quite believed himself a slave, for when the lady of the house wanted his body he refused her. The one thing a slave cannot do is say ‘no’, so she was quite rightly offended & had him tossed into jail.
Before we go on with the story let’s pause and talk about this. 

What made it possible for this shepherd boy to thrive in this way?
… resilience … bounce-back

Psychologists define resilience as an individual’s ability to adapt well to stress and adversity. Individuals demonstrate resilience when they can face difficult experiences and rise above them with ease. 


Resilience Factors:

1) being loved as a child – strong healthy family relationships … surprising given the dysfunction in the wider family but we can be pretty confident that the early years that Joseph had with his mother were good ones. 
2) A positive self-concept and confidence in one’s strengths and abilities
3) Communication and problem-solving skills
4) The ability to manage strong impulses and feelings
… love, kindness, compassion, patience & self control
But, on with the story: read Genesis 39: 19-23

And so for the second time Joseph is thrown into the pit, left to rot in the darkness. And for the second time he rises above his circumstances, earns the favour of those around him, and is given responsibility.
But something else happens to Joseph, there in that prison. Scripture puts a good spin on it and makes it sound quite pleasant even, with Joseph practically running the place … but jail is jail. Still he has no freedom, no sunlight, no family. Yet even there he deepens in his responsiveness to God and grows in maturity and faith … so that he is ready for the next big challenge, of interpreting dreams.
A recurring theme in the literature around spiritual growth is that in order to ‘grow up’ in God we have to go through ‘underground’ experiences … times in the dark, times of pain, times of loneliness and suffering, doubt even, collapse even. 

I’m reading Eugine Peterson at the moment – he did The Message translation of the Bible. He talks about us needing times of being disciplined by God, like a training programme which hurts even as it strengthens us … which he describes as being like confinement, compression   
“Without confinement, without the intensification resulting from compression, there is no energy worth speaking of, no energy of spirit … Boundaries, borders, limits … 
Peterson p.89

Other writers call this ‘the dark night of the soul’, or describe it as being a desert. I believe that in order for us to grow to maturity God will sooner or later strip away from us the things we think we value, so that we experience loss, so that we confront ourselves and see what is real and what really matters.

We learn to listen to God in the dark. 

My question for you is – what experiences in your own life were a bit like that, a bit like Joseph stuck unfairly in jail … when were you dragged where you did not want to go, but found even there the presence of God in the pain?

OK, on with our story. What happens next is even more surprising that Joseph’s competence in the face of adversity … what happens next is a moment of astonishing spiritual clarity, in which Joseph was able to speak words of prophecy into the lives of two people. 

Genesis 40: 1-8

Read the rest of the chapter when you get home. 

We don’t have time today to go into the dreams – actually let’s talk about dreams and their significance the next time I’m leading. 
Could I give you some homework to do for that? Could I ask you sometime over the next couple of weeks to try to remember a dream when you wake up and write it down? That will help us to understand how dreams work and their significance in scripture and deepening in faith … would you be willing to give that a try?

So, for now, we will leave the content of the dreams that Joseph interprets.

What I want to say in closing is that in interpreting the dreams of others Joseph is working in the gifts of the Holy Spirit. 

Paul wrote in 1 Corinthians 12: 4-11 about gifts of Holy Spirit … clearly in what Joseph is able to say in response to the other men’s dreams he is demonstrating the gift of interpretation … which he certainly hadn’t learned back on the farm. Remember when he dreamed his own dreams, he just described them to his family and let them interpret them, to his own detriment. Now something big has shifted in his soul, something born in the dark and the struggles of the heart, which enables him to hear another man’s truth and to speak God’s truth into that situation. This is a fruit of maturity, a fruit of relying on God, trust hard-won.

This morning we have looked at the central part of Joseph’s story, which tells of a young man’s transformation from arrogant young shepherd, through the terror of human trafficking, into a huge culture shift in which he found within himself the resilience to not just survive but thrive. Twice Joseph is unjustly thrown into the pit, into slavery and imprisonment, and each time he emerges stronger, more resilient, more confident in himself and his God. And God honours him and blesses him, not only materially but also spiritually, with the spiritual gift of interpretation of spiritual meaning into material truth. And so he rises as a leader, as a man of integrity, a man of God. 

As I said, we’ll come back to a discussion of dreams and spiritual metaphors in a few weeks. For now, as we move into a time of Communion. I hope that this old old story of Joseph and his family finds points to connect with our own lives, our own stories … both in the points of pain and loss as well as in the places of strength and gifting and resilience that you know in your own story of life lived with the living God, who has purpose for each and every one of us.

Psalm 17: Under attack
It is not fair!  I didn’t do that! I didn’t say that! I didn’t mean that!

How could you accuse me so unfairly?

We know that persecution will come

Jesus promised it, fair and square

“Blessed are you when people revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil against you falsely”             Matthew 5:11

but when it comes it always takes us by surprise and knocks us off our feet

because it tends to come from people 
that we thought liked us and trusted us

and it hurts, it really hurts.

The wicked circle in for the attack 
9

their hearts closed to pity

their mouths shouting arrogance
10

their eyes set to throw me to the ground


they hunt me down, they surround me!
11

And sometimes attack comes from those we love the most

and trust crumbles into betrayal, affection twists into anger

“There are two paths to peace” said Nelson Mandela, 

“forgiveness and goodness.”

“From you let my vindication come” said David,
2

Test me and find no hatred in me
3

Wondrously show your steadfast love
7

Mighty and righteous God,

protect me from attack

rescue me from any need for revenge

May I leave all judgment in your hands

Teach me to forgive, and to act in goodness and genuine love

in every moment, every conversation

May I bless those who curse me

May they and their children be filled with good things
14 

For your love and power has chosen me

Guard me as the apple of your eye

Hide me in the shadow of your wings
8

I rest in the glow of your face

I wake in the confidence of your presence
15

