“Gracenotes from the Bottom of an Empty Well”

Genesis 37: 1-4, 12-28

God of Mercy, you promised never to break your covenant with us.  Amid all the changing words of our generation, speak your eternal Word that does not change.  Then, may we respond to your gracious promises with faithful and obedient lives, through Jesus Christ.  Amen. 

**

Our second reading is found on page ___ of the New Testament section of your pew bibles.  Read along, as we encounter God’s word in Matthew’s gospel, chapter 9:9-13, 18-26***

Joseph- thrown by his brothers to the bottom of a dry pit- an empty well.... his murder stayed only by the intervention of one of his brothers- Ruben..... then he is sold as a slave to a passing caravan as it makes its way toward the trackless wastes of the Sinai.... and on beyond- to Egypt.

The act is as outrageous as it is unjust.... that brothers would sell one of their own simply because their father Jacob doted over his youngest son.  The destructive fires of internecine jealousy flame bright- to shatter an old man’s hopes, and a young man’s life.

Imagine the terror that must have gripped Joseph at the bottom of that well!

-Would his brothers come back to kill him?

Would he be left to perish of thirst and the heat?

Or perhaps, well, perhaps- it was all just a cruel joke.... and soon the rope would be lowered for him to crawl out- accompanied by the sounds of raucous laughter...

Finally, a rope is lowered, but as he emerges on the surface, dust caked and trembling, it is not the sound of laughter that greets him, but of clinking silver- as his brothers are paid by strangers, and he is bound, then hoisted onto a camel..... and he watches all that is familiar- disappear over the horizon.

This favored one by his father.  This coddled and sheltered boy of seventeen.  Suddenly finds himself ripped from the familiar and thrown into the unknown.  No longer a favored son, he has become a slave- the transformation accomplished in the blink of an eye.  So quickly, so unexpectedly- so devoid of sense or reason can the changes in our circumstances come.

A job is lost.

A loved one dies.

A hurricane slams into the coast or a river floods over its banks.  The twists in the road are many that lead to the bottom of an empty well.

It’s never a destination we plan for our life’s itinerary... how could it be?

***

I remember a wedding I performed- now, about twenty years ago.  The bride was a member of our church- a beautiful girl from a wonderful family with which I was very close...... The groom was a tall, handsome young man who was just finishing up his degree in petroleum land management.... The oil business still had some life left to it at the time, and job offers were already his.  The two of them faced a wonderful future back there in that warm sunny summer of ‘82.  I remember at the time, even shaking my head at the good fortune that seemed to be falling in their lap.  Right out of college and he would be making twice as much as I was.  They seemed to have an assured future, without a care in the world.    So they were married, Ted started work, and within a short time.... Pat was pregnant.... and then- the already teetering oil industry took a turn for the worse.  Ted was laid off......  And then one morning, soon after, he woke up- completely blind.  I’d never heard of such a thing.  At first, many of us thought it might be some psychological manifestation of the stress he was under.... a pregnant wife.... just loosing his job... How could anyone go from normal vision to total blindness in such a short time?  Perhaps his sight would return as suddenly as it disappeared.  But it wasn’t to be.  The first tests were inconclusive.  And I confess that I still don’t know the intricacies of his affliction, except that it was eventually explained as having to do with the genes he had inherited.....extremely rare.... and most likely irreversible.

Ted found himself at the bottom of the well.  His life derailed.... Pat’s also.  They had their first child... no job.  No marketable skills.....

There was no sense to it all.  And then Ted surprised us all.

Within weeks, he had enrolled in a school for the blind.  He returned with a guide dog.... and then enrolled in business classes.  He began to explore the technology of computer usage by the sight impaired.

It was less than a year after that fateful morning..... I was out in my front yard......  and at the end of the block, I could see Pat riding closer on her bicycle.  And from the rear of the bicycle stretched a rope...... and at the end of the rope was Ted- jogging.  

Ted got a job working for a business interest in Tulsa.  Sometimes we’d have lunch at Ike’s chili house across the street from the church.  He’d come in with his dog.  Dressed in coat and tie like thousands of other young men in the city’s heart.  The only words he ever said about his blindness were spoken with self deprecating humor, and never a hint of self pity..... 

About ten years ago, someone sent sent me a clip from one of the Tulsa papers..... it was a story about Ted.  He’s become quite an inspiration to many people.

I won’t say.  I would never say- that Ted’s blindness has given him a richer life than he ever would have experienced if he had remained sighted.  That would be an assessment beyond my capabilities......

But I will say that at the bottom of the well, Ted found that he was not alone.  He has come to a wonderful and vibrant faith in God...... and perhaps it is this certainty of God’s presence that turned such a tragic detour into a doorway leading to a new life that continues to be rich for him and Pat, as well as a source of hope for the rest of us.

Ted does well at his job.  He runs in ten K races.  He is a good father and husband.  He is not bitter.  He remains full of life........ 

And to put it all in the framework of faith.... its all because when he found himself at the bottom of the well, detoured and derailed by life.... he continued to believe that his life had a purpose and meaning, that somehow, God had not given up on him...... and his job was simply to discover the path that God would have him take.  It wasn’t the path he had gone to school for.  It wasn’t the path that was mapped out in his plans for the future.  

It was the path that Ted found- by having faith that the dead ends and detours of life are also doorways, if we trust God enough to lead us through.

How many of us look back at the detours that were thrust upon us- with bitterness and disappointment?  So many people of my acquaintance.... it’s as if their eyes are forever turned around backwards in their heads, with gazes forever focused on the time or the times when life dealt with them unfairly... If only we could get back on our original track, back in the groove.... In such a way do we prove ourselves blinder than Ted will ever be- blind to the new path that God may just be urging us to follow....

****  

Joseph- back to the boy named Joseph in our story.  In succeeding chapters, we read of him- how he was taken down to Egypt by the wandering Ishmaelite caravan drivers who had bought him..... how he was sold yet another time to Potiphar, Pharoah’s captain of the guard.  He flourished there in Egypt.  Scripture tells us that “the Lord was with Joseph” in Egypt- and gradually, his talents and industry were recognized as he took more and more responsibility in the house of his master....

If only his being thrown in the dry well were the only disaster, the only detour to befall him.  But it was also his luck to be the person accused in perhaps the first recorded case of sexual harassment.  Potiphars wife takes a fancy to him, but Joseph refuses to return her affection.  In jealousy, she charges him with attempted rape..... a charge that lands him in prison for two whole years.....and from this charge, interestingly, his name is never cleared.

The injustice...... Joseph’s life has been one series of injustices perpetrated upon him.....

But still, he maintains his trust that God is with him, and eventually, word of him reached Pharaoh himself.  The story is a long one, but suffice it to say that Joseph becomes the trusted servant of Pharaoh...... and when famine strikes the land of Israel, lo and behold, here comes Joseph’s long lost brothers down to Egypt, hats in their hands, begging for a place to live, and food to eat...... and strangely, though their former actions can never be excused, or Joseph’s suffering ever minimized...... it was a chain of events set in motion when they threw him in the well so many years before...... that placed Joseph in a position where he could help his family, and thus preserve the purposes of God.....

At the end of Genesis.... we find his brothers recognizing him for the brother they betrayed, and begging him for forgiveness for the outrage they had committed against him so many years before.  And Joseph replies with words we would do well to remember, for they also speak to us.....  “As for you, my brothers, you meant evil against me, but God meant it for good, to bring it about that many people should be kept alive, as they are today.”

Not every injustice perpetrated upon the innocent is redressed.  Not every life derailed by the unexpected finds a story book ending.  We would be naive to believe it.  

But as with Joseph, we often know the dry taste in our mouths that signals the death of our best laid plans.  Like sand at the bottom of Joseph’s empty well, it clings to the roof of our mouths, suffocating hope and dreams.

 Derailed, detoured, defeated.... 

But as long as we have breath- God is not finished with us.  In fact, he may just be beginning to do a new thing....... with the defeat we have known serving only to clear the way for us to follow.....  to follow down the path God would have us walk, a path we would never have considered, perhaps never even seen...... had we not suddenly been jarred and knocked from the path of our own choosing......

Any full life will have its share of such times......

It’s easy to dismiss God during times of trial.  The world is full of folk whose faith cannot stand the desolation of Joseph’s empty well.  They are too busy mourning the death of the old to be searching for the new....

But if we read the story of Joseph aright.... perhaps such times of personal defeat- are precisely the times we need to cock our ears for  whispers of the divine..... for hints of the new thing that God may be preparing for us......

Not that such things are ever immediately apparent.  They certainly weren’t to Joseph.  The new road that God beckoned him to follow began in slavery and affliction.  Accused of something he didn’t do, he spent two years in prison..... He grew to adulthood and early middle age- in a foreign land, far from those he loved.....  In was only years later- that this strange trajectory his life had taken- began to make any sense at all..... as his brothers came begging, fleeing famine in the land of Canaan..... and Joseph found himself placed in the position of a key player in God’s drama of salvation.

Only then could he say to his brothers..... “You meant evil against me, but God has used it for good.”    

Another story from scripture’s pages, recording the the events of another time....and the metaphor shifts from Joseph’s empty well to a storm tossed sea.  It is dark, and the disciples of Jesus are many furlongs distant from the land and beaten by the waves.  The wind is against them, and in the fourth watch of the night, Jesus comes to them, walking on the sea.  The disciples are terrified, and Jesus tells them.... “Take heart, it is I ; have no fear.......”

Peter answers, “if it is you, Lord, bid me come to you on the water..”  And Jesus bids him, “Come”.... but the minute Peter steps from the relative security of the boat into the maelstrom of wind and waves, he is terrified, and immediately begins to sink... 

“Lord, save me,” he cries..... and Jesus reaches out a hand, and lifts him up...

“O man of little faith, he says..... why did you doubt.”

Joseph- even at the bottom of the empty well, placed his trust, his all, in the hands of God.....

Ted Hinson, suddenly without sight.... trusted that somehow, his seeming defeat would prove a doorway to a new life....

Peter should have trusted Jesus as he stepped out on the storm tossed waves of Galilee’s sea....

As we must trust God amidst all the concerns and reversals of our own days.....

Faith..... so many people reaching for the certainty of faith.......

But faith isn’t certainty....... it is trust...... trust enough to reach out for the God who holds our future.... even when that future seems tenuous and unclear.... even when the ground beneath us gives way and threatens to engulf us.....

Like Peter in the sea....

Like Joseph in the well....

Like Ted in the darkness....

We are like these..... and to all of us, God beckons, sets our feet on the path, and bids us follow him..... toward the future he has in store..... a future unclear from our all too fragmentary perspectives.... but more wonderful than anything we could possibly imagine.....

Have faith.  Have faith.... In the God of your future

