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change for our country. Bryant and Milam are never found guilty of the 
crime, but in 2007 Carolyn Bryant confesses in an interview at the age of 
72 that she fabricated the story.  The sins of racism, abuse of power, and 
evil cannot thwart the plans of God to love, to heal, and to give hope.  
The Till Memorial inspires thousands today to learn from the past, to 
fight for truth, and to seek God’s healing for the sins of our world. 
 
The third and final image relates to the #METOO movement, which 
spread virally in October of last year to fight the horrible realities of sex-
ual harassment and assault.  Tarana Burke began using the phrase in 
2006, but Alyssa Milano encouraged victims of sexual harassment to 
Tweet about it last year “to give people a sense of the problem.”   
I am sure that many of you join me in being completely blown away by 
how vast this problem is from Hollywood to corporate America to the 
lives of people who are our neighbors and friends.  May God bless, com-
fort, and abide with every victim who comes forward, and may every 
perpetrator face justice, no matter their sex.  In the over-whelming wake 
of “#METOO,” some male victims of sexual abuse have wondered, “What 
about me?” Professor of Bible at Moody Bible Institute, Andrew Schmut-
zer who has written about being abused as a teen says, “We’re never 
necessarily welcome to the parade.  As a male survivor you’re always an 
adjunct.  You’re never the leading subject of a conversation.”  Andrew is 
among a group of survivors and therapists forming the leadership of 
Male Survivor, a company since 1995 that exists to provide support and 
resources to men like himself, who suffered sexual abuse as children or 
adults. If you or someone you know has experienced abuse, please con-
sider God is with you to love and to give hope. God never abandons us, 
particularly when we are doing our best to cope with the darkness of life. 
If you would like to share your story, Pastor Julie or I would be honored 
to hear it. Be it a movement that catches fire via social media to give 
voice to victims, a stirring memorial at the Smithsonian that tells a story 
of love overcoming evil, or a movie that shines bright lights on both our 
human capacity to sin and on our future potential as human beings, 
God’s love abides.   
 
Just as God never stopped caring for Joseph, surrounding him, and guid-
ing him in his service, God is always with us in our struggle with sin, with 
us as we strive together to become the best version of ourselves possi-
ble, and with us as we work to shine the light of God’s grace towards the 
darkness of the world. To God be the glory.  Amen. 



claim the strength and presence of the Lord.  If we fall into a prison of 
our own making or are thrown there by someone else unfairly, we al-
ways have the power to choose, "How will I respond?”  God’s abiding 
love is there to name and claim and follow.  Even in the pit, even in the 
prisons of our despair God is there, and God will keep showing up to 
give hope. As I have been grappling with this complex story, three im-
ages come to my mind.  The first is from the classic 1967 movie, The 
Graduate, that tells the story of a woman, Mrs. Robinson (played by 
Ann Bancroft) who seduces a young college graduate, Benjamin Brad-
dock (played by Dustin Hoffman), because she is struggling with what 
her life has become as he is struggling with what he hopes his life will 
be.  She is an alcoholic trying to numb her past, and he is naïve young 
adult worried about his future.  It is a story about ambiguity, the lack 
of fulfillment in life, career, relationships, human frailty, and all Ben 
knows is that he wants his life to be “different," especially different 
from how his parents live. 
 
Ben is unable to claim the ground he stands upon as holy.  Like so 
many of us, he thinks some other ground will be better.  He wants to 
break out of the confines of the consumeristic culture that his parents 
love so much, but each time he tries to rise up, he gets pushed back 
down, back in a jail not of his own choosing.  In a life so filled with pos-
sibility, he feels trapped.  Ever felt that way?  The theme song of the 
film plays over and over, “The Sound of Silence”  (Hello, darkness my 
old friend…). Joseph's story is profound because it helps us search for 
God's grace in the darkness. In addition to the image of The Graduate 
comes the image I have in my mind of going to Washington, D.C. with 
Sarah in May when we visited the African American History Museum 
and toured the Emmit Till Memorial that featured his actual casket.   
 
Till was a young Chicago boy who at the age of 14 visited cousins in 
Mississippi.  He went in a grocery store and was accused of whistling at 
and grabbing a white woman named Carolyn Bryant (21) who owned 
the store with her husband.  Some angry white men, Roy Bryant and 
J.W. Milam, find Till, kidnap him, beat him, shoot and kill him, and 
throw his body in a pond.  When authorities locate Till’s mutilated 
body, his mother chooses to have an open casket to show the horror 
of the crime to her innocent child.  This moment inspires many to get 
off the fence of racial injustice.  Till's tragic death becomes a catalyst of 
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Joseph’s story is as dramatic as his coat of many colors.  From his days as 
a young dreamer to his complicated sibling rivalries; from his being sold 
into slavery by his brothers who fake his death to his being purchased by 
Potiphar to work in his royal regiment; from his tenacity of spirit to his 
strength of character, even enduring the relentless advances of Poti-
phar’s wife, Joseph reveals a rare integrity.   His life reflects the stead-
fast, abiding presence of God.  It seems that no matter what happens to 
Joseph, he finds a way to learn and grow and happen back to life.   
Joseph chooses not to blame God for his troubles but rather praise God 
for God’s love, seek God’s wisdom, and lean on God’s strength.  As we 
comb through a few details of our story today, I encourage all of us to 
cast all of the things that happen to us in life, particularly the unfortu-
nate and unjust, in the light of God’s abiding love, God’s enduring wis-
dom, and like Joseph, to lean on God’s strength.  No matter what 
jail or poor circumstance Joseph finds himself in, God is there.  God is 
there with you in whatever you face today. 
 
One way to read this story is as the standard Old Testament heroic tale.   
There is palace intrigue, a hapless non-Israelite official, an unlikely Israel-
ite hero, and an unexpected twist, complete with a moral lesson to be 
learned.  We even get a whiff of the plot before we reach the necessary 
twist.  The story of Potiphar’s wife follows the familiar arc, and Potiphar 
and his wife are straight out of central casting.  Potiphar is an official for 
the pharaoh.  Joseph is the unlikely Israelite who Potiphar hires to run 
his household.  Potiphar stops taking care of business at home and 
leaves the day-to-day duties for Joseph to oversee.  Potiphar’s wife finds 
Joseph desirable, so much so, that she tries to seduce him.  Joseph refus-
es her.  She manipulates the situation to her advantage, waving the Gen-
esis equivalent of the bloody shirt, proclaiming that Joseph tries to se-
duce her rather than the other way around.  In the “he said” verses “she 
said,” Joseph is the clear loser.  Potiphar gets angry.  He throws Joseph in 
jail.  God never leaves Joseph.   



And that is the story of Potiphar, his wife, and Joseph.  At least that is 
the easy Dragnet version— the facts, just the facts.  (I thank Rev. Dr. 
Robert Lowry for this excellent text summary in his sermon “Restless 
Hearts.”) Many people treat this story as a simple morality lesson.  
Adultery is wrong.  Abusing power is bad.  When faced with tempta-
tion as Joseph faces, be like him.  Endure.  Have faith.  God’s blessings 
will follow, even in jail.  This way of reading the story barely scratches 
the surface of possibility.  So I challenge us to dig deeper.   
 
Put on your theological waders and step into the deep, moving waters 
of this story.  If this portion of God’s written word is going to become 
through us God’s living word today, then we owe it to God and to our-
selves to treat Holy Scripture in a more than one dimensional way.   
Why?  The lives we live, the relationships we have, the sins we face, 
the good we strive to do, the prayers we pray, the world in which we 
live, and the God in Christ we worship and serve, are all multi-faceted, 
complex, and contain many dimensions.  Our faith, therefore, 
is something that celebrates such dimensions rather than being afraid 
of them.   
 
One dimension of our story is human frailty. God is God and we are 
not.  We are all sinners.  We fall prey to our desires.  We think, say, 
and do things we should not do.  We leave undone many things we 
ought to do.  Leading up to this story, we learn that Joseph is very 
cocky, full of himself, arrogant, and brash.  His brothers shouldn’t sell 
him off and fake his death, but how many of us haven’t at least 
thought about doing such a thing to an annoying sibling? I remember 
the comedian Chris Rock saying a few years ago in a standup routine, 
“You’ve never really loved someone unless you’ve considered mur-
der!”  Joseph is sinful, and God loves him. Potiphar is sinful and in his 
desire to have power, control, and be a success in pharaoh’s eyes, he 
neglects his marriage and his home.  He hands over responsibilities to 
Joseph when he should have been tending to what is more im-
portant— his wife.  He sips very deeply from the enticing cup of pow-
er, and the nectar tastes good.  He does a good thing for Joseph, but 
Potiphar is not without blame in our story.   
 
Potiphar’s wife is frail in her sinfulness.  She looks to someone other 
than her spouse for physical and emotional fulfillment.  She crosses a 
line.  Before you and I get on our high horses of judgment, consider 
that Potiphar’s wife’s frailty is a part of our shared human condition.   

There is a little bit of her in all of us.  We are all capable and many of us 
guilty of looking to the wrong person or wrong thing for meaning and 
fulfillment.  We would rather have fun than have a difficult conversa-
tion about priorities or doing the hard work of helping each other get 
what we need and want.  Sometimes, we abuse our roles and respon-
sibilities willingly for personal gain or for the gain of a company or in-
stitution, and at other times we blur the lines of what is appropriate 
just to set a trap and make another stumble.  Like her husband, power 
corrupts, misguides, and entices one to go places one never imagines 
before.   
 
When Joseph denies her advances, she frames him, and Potiphar 
throws Joseph in jail. As the story unfolds, we feel sorry for Joseph.  
This is his second trip to prison for a crime he doesn’t commit.   
He joins a long list of biblical characters who gets thrown in jail unjust-
ly: Jeremiah, Daniel, Peter, Paul, Silas, and even Jesus. The first time 
Joseph goes to jail,his brothers strip him of his clothes to soak his coat 
in blood to fake his death to their father.  That’s pretty messed up.   
The second time Joseph goes to jail, Potiphar’s wife takes his clothes in 
order to sell the twisted story to her husband that Joseph was out to 
get her!  The Bible is many things but never dull.  Over and again, we 
hear that God favors Joseph, but it is hard to see it right now. A man of 
integrity, Joseph is the epitome of the old saying, “good things come to 
those who wait.”  Our story reminds us that even though Joseph is in 
jail, the Lord is with him, and Joseph finds favor in the sight of the chief 
jailor.   
 
The chief supports Joseph, and Joseph rises above the fray to do what-
ever he can to better other peoples’ lives.  Every character in this story 
is a sinner, and all of us are in that boat.  We must be aware, realistic, 
and prepared for challenges to our faith to come. No matter what sin 
we are grappling with today, Almighty God is right there in the thick of 
it with us, with us to love, to redeem, and to give us hope.   
 
If you feel imprisoned by your sins, turn them over to God and receive 
the gift of God’s grace.  There’s a little Potiphar and Potiphar’s wife in 
us all.  God's grace is larger and stronger than our sins! Likewise, there 
is more than a little of Joseph in each one of us.  He is a strong ances-
tor and ally in the faith, a faith that spans thousands of years, and at 
any and every moment life tempts us to stray from the path, we can 


