
Rising Strong and the Joseph Saga 
 

Today, close our series informed by research of Brené Brown in 
Rising Strong--what it takes to get back up after being knocked 
down--and the rising strong saga of Joseph. 
 

Teenage Joseph, son of Jacob, has some “you are special” 
dreams that he shares with his 11 brothers. They do not react 
well. Toss him into a pit then sell him as a slave to Pharoah’s 
chief of staff.    
 

Joseph prospers in Pharoah’s court, is falsely accused-
imprisoned eventually released to become Pharaoh’s right hand 
man, over-seeing 7 years of plenty in prep for 7 years of 
drought…which puts him in the cat seat when his brothers come 
seeking foreign aid.  
 

Joseph contrives a series of tests that lead eventually to a heart 
wrenching reconciliation.  
 

Today consider how a story like this can do its work in us.  
 

The first thing to do with a story is to get lost it in. Leave your own 
soap opera behind and enter a different story with different 
characters from a different time than our own…and in that 
process, something magic happens: we let our emotional guard 
down. Because it’s not our story, it’s someone else’s story.  
 

As we engage the Joseph saga, we’re feeling for Joseph and his 
father and we’re angry at his other brothers for turning on him, 
and Potiphar’s wife for falsely accusing him…and these feelings 
once accessed will connect us to our own lives. 
. 

Brené Brow says: rising strong after trauma begins with a process 
of reckoning & rumbling with  the feelings associated with it.  
 

Easier to numb ourselves from pain instead of reckoning-rumbling 
w/ it—fine for crisis, but once it passes, accumulation of emotion, 
like a pile of laundry in basement too long. Or like that kitchen 
drawer where junk accumulates and who wants to sort it?   
 



But if we don’t own and name the feelings—of anger, injury, 
shame, fear—they tend to pop up indirectly and unhelpfully.    
 

Engaging the story helps us to open the kitchen drawer, to sort 
the pile of laundry on the floor in the basement.   
 

Offer two ways this story spoke to me recently…  
 

A while ago I experienced what I perceived to be less then fair 
treatment from some of my religious colleagues. ‘Nuff said. It 
turns out to be a primary source of emotional pain—details differ 
but it’s what Joseph experienced from his brothers, social 
rejection. The more emotionally raw word that we don’t like to 
use because it sounds a little melodramatic is betrayal. 
 

[The emotional pain closest in the brain to physical pain is the 
pain of social rejection. Tylenol helps it] 
 

If you get fired from a job, or go through a divorce, or get cut from 
a team, or passed over for a promotion you deserve, let alone 
suffer emotional, physical abuse…the feelings are in emotional 
universe of Joseph betrayed by his brothers. Messy feelings.  
 

There’s always one’s self to blame when we experience rejection.  
Joseph sharing those “I’m the favorite son” dreams wasn’t well 
played, even if response was out of all proportion.  
 

Feelings around betrayal are especially complicated, precisely 
because it takes someone close to betray you—and we have 
warm-close feelings toward them. These positive feelings are like 
a high pressure system meeting a low-pressure system of 
negative feelings…and at point of intersection, it’s stormy and 
messy… 
 

Depending on the situation, we often we don’t have the time, 
energy, or skills to deal with these tangled up feelings.  
 

We don’t see Joseph processing any emotion when he’s thrown 
into the pit by his brothers, tossed into prison by false accusations 
of Potiphar’s randy wife, forgotten by the chief cupbearer who 



neglects to put in a good word for him with Pharoah…he’s just 
scrambling, adjusting, surviving, coping. 
  

Years later the feelings come out—in sequence of interactions 
with his brothers…and this uncorking of emotion probably occurs 
over several months, not several hours/days/weeks. 
 

Engaging the story of Joseph can become a safe venue for our 
own emotional pain to come out. It’s a longish story you might just 
take it a chapter or two at a time and soak it in. But as your heart 
opens up sometimes a healing word will slip in.  
 

For me it was this: after Joseph assures himself they can’t harm 
him any longer, when they are the ones quaking at his power over 
them, he says, “You intended it for evil, but God used it for the 
good you now see, saving many lives. 
    

This is called “reframing” what happened. Joseph’s old frame 
was “I got shafted by my brothers for no reason.” This is a 
reframing.  
 

Three things, it turns out are key to happiness: 1. Mindfulness 
(paying attention to what you are doing while you are doing it)  
2. Gratitude. 3. Reframing. Happy people do these things. 
 

Pete Best was Beatle replaced by Ringo Starr just before band 
made it big. Years later, Best was asked how he felt about being 
ditched by Beatles. He said, “Best thing that ever happened to 
me. I could not have handled that kind of celebrity” Reframing!  
[He wasn’t a Starr but he got what was Best] 
 

You meant it for evil, but God used it for good is one of the most 
powerful reframings possible. It set us free from the curse of 
being permanent victims when people do us bad.  
 

We cannot grasp this now except by faith, but when the reign of 
God is secured…when everything plays out in wake of suffering, 
death, and rising strong of Jesus—whose life, in a sense, was 
contingent on Joseph’s sufferings which led to Israel’s survival, 
which meant there was a nation to give rise to the 
Messiah…when all of it is said and done, we will be able to say 



same thing: What anyone intended for evil, God used for a 
greater good. This is the hope of redemption. 
 

BTW, this is not something we can tell others as a quick fix for 
their injuries. This is a balm only God can apply to our wounds.  
 

But it is a healing balm. When I look out at this church being 
what we were meant to be, it’s how I feel about the trials we went 
thru getting here. Difficult delivery, beautiful baby.  
 

Having said that, once I was able to identify with Joseph, there 
was an extra-unexpected blessing in the story for me: the ability 
to identify with the brothers who betrayed him. 
 

The tests that Joseph put them through seem harsh, full of deceit 
and trickery. He was working intense feelings of vulnerability that 
victims of violent crimes have.   
 

But series of tests serve to humanize his brothers. They are 
afraid, they feel remorse and regret for the suffering of their 
father. We see them in their vulnerability—and vulnerability is 
what makes us human. It’s the noblest part of our humanity 
because it’s the part embraced by God in the Messiah.   
 

The thing they did when they put Joseph down into that pit is what 
we sometimes do: They gained a sense of strength at the 
expense of someone else being put down. But that is a false 
rising strong and it will always crumble and the crumbling 
will be humbling. 
 

In case you didn’t notice let me out myself: I am a straight white 
male. That means I have a social equity bank account loaded 
with privilege. Privilege is social advantage that you have done 
nothing to earn. It is by-product of a system of structural 
inequality. In the field of life, the straight white male row is the 
easier row to hoe.  
 

I spent 15 years (1975–1990) in pastoral ministry either 
supporting or standing by in a religious system where women had 
an unequal status—they could not serve as pastors. That didn’t 
bother me enough to object or to do the theological work that 



would allow me to resist, partly because I was beneficiary of 
privilege: easier for me to rise in the ranks because I was a man.  
 

I had to say, this is wrong and that upset those who thought it was 
right and some things crumbled and crumbling is humbling. 
 

I spent even longer with the privilege that comes to people who 
are attracted to members of opposite sex. Until recently, privilege 
of getting married; even still privilege of holding hands in public 
without taking a risk, the privilege of being open about who you 
love because you can’t lose your job. (No protection in MI law)   
 

I was part of a religious system whose strength was false 
inasmuch as it came at expense of those not afforded full 
equality. Same as the rising strong of Joseph’s brothers after 
getting rid of the favorite—they each moved up in pecking order. 
False strength cannot last and its crumbling is always 
humbling.   
 

To be human is to be a mixed bag: we’re part of the solution and 
we’re part of the problem. We need comfort-consolation and we 
need to wake up and see how we’ve been part of the problem.  
  

And we can’t always know what we need let alone administer it to 
ourselves. For that we need the Spirit touching us. To say these 
stories are inspired is to say they have a track record of delivering 
that to people in mysterious and powerful ways.  
Two suggestions: 
 

First, having spent 3 weeks getting oriented to the Joseph saga 
carve out some unhurried time to spend time with it. Story of 
Joseph is part of the story of his father Jacob and that whole 
sequence is Genesis 27-50. 
 

Rising Strong and Genesis both available on audio book. 
 

Second, come to Immanuel Prayer session led by Adey & Tom 
Wassink next Saturday 9:30-Noon. They are both really skilled 
and have a very gentle way of making it possible to experience 
Jesus. (If you are in helping profession—counseling, MSW, etc. 
consider it continuing education.)  



 
Silent Reflection Time (TBD) 
 
Thank you for the hope of a resolution 
 I cannot anticipate except by faith 
 
For in Messiah Jesus you are all children of God through 
faith…there is no longer Jew or Gentile,  

there is no longer slave or free,  
there is no longer male and female,  

for all of you are one in Messiah Jesus 


