
SPARKLE

Genesis 37:1-11
A DOG OF A SERMON

One of my sermons used to run around our neighborhood in Central Alabama. I sometimes think that my sermons are lively and sometimes have lives of their own, but not many run in the neighborhood. But one did on Shoshone Drive.  That sermon was a dog, a real dog. You see, several years ago our Montevallo neighbors, the Gibbs family, were in the "dog of the month" club. It seems that they would buy a dog, and it would venture out and a car would hit it and kill it. I officiated over several pet funerals across the street.  

The Gibbs family improved their dog fence and bought another Cocker Spaniel. On the day they received their new dog, they heard one of my sermons about giving the gift of blessing. I quoted Myron Madden, in his book, Blessing: Giving the Gift of Power. Myron Madden says that the most important people in a little child's life are the people who know how to sparkle on him/her. That is, the people who, when the child comes into their presence, begin to get a gleam in the eye, begin to say by body language as well as by words, "You are treasured for who you are before you ever do anything."  The people who sparkle on us are the ones who bless us. 


Well, that day the Gibbs named their Cocker Spaniel "Sparkle."  When "Sparkle" escaped out of the dog fence, my sermon would run all over the neighborhood and sometime poop in our yard. I just can't decide to be proud or ashamed that people can now say, "That sermon of yours is a real dog." And that dog is again the sermon for today--Sparkle. I have been influenced by a sermon I heard John Claypool deliver at Princeton Seminary twenty years ago today, but I hope this sermon will not be a dog. 
JOSEPH: THE DELIGHT OF JACOB

We are following the stories of Joseph in the last section of the Book of Beginnings. This is not the Joseph who is the father of Jesus, for this Joseph lived over 1700 years before Jesus was born. When we hear the Joseph stories in Genesis, it is clear that Joseph receives an abundance of sparkle. As we saw last week, Joseph is born into the middle of a complex family drama. He does not begin in the beginning of anything. For years Rachel, the beloved wife of Jacob, cannot have any children, but her sister, Leah can! Leah the unloved wife births four boys, two servant girls provide four more sons, and then Leah births two sons and a daughter. After a few years Jacob has ten sons and one daughter by three different women, but Rachel is barren. And then the Lord remembers Rachel and opens her womb. And here the hero of our story enters history and begins in the middle of a complex family system.

And life becomes even more complex. Rachel names him, “He adds,” and prays, “May the Lord add to me another son” (30:24). Her prayer is answered, but beloved Rachel dies in childbirth. With her last breath Rachel names him “Benoni (Son of my sorrow)” but Jacob changes his name to “Benjamin (Son of the right hand)” (35:18). The right side, you probably know, is the favored and strong side.
I think you can imagine what happens when Jacob’s favorite wife dies. Jacob takes all the favoritism and delight he has for his beloved Rachel and sparkles on this little boy Joseph. Our storyteller in Genesis acknowledges as much in 37:3: Now Israel [Jacob] loved Joseph more than any other of his children, because he was the son of his old age.
Jacob knew better. Jacob of all people knew what it was like for a father to favor one son over the other. He grew up watching his father Isaac prefer the outdoorsman Esau to Momma’s boy Jacob. I wonder if Jacob ever vowed what each of us has said sometime in our life, “When I grow up and become a parent, I’ll never treat my kids like I was treated!” Have you ever said that? Have you regretted ever saying that? Isn’t it amazing how we tend to repeat and continue the sufferings and woundings we ourselves have encountered as children? Jacob knew better, and so do we!
I believe the worst tragedy when something bad happens to us is not the experience itself but the fact that we so often don’t learn anything from it. If we don’t evaluate the bad experience and try to understand how we were part of the process, then the experience is wasted on us. Jacob obviously did not learn anything from growing up with a father who favored his twin brother. 

Now Israel [Jacob] loved Joseph more than any other of his children, because he was the son of his old age, and he had made him a long robe with sleeves. (35:4). Joseph was seventeen years old at the time. If you grew up with the King James Version of the Bible, you heard it translated as "the coat of many colors." I have a shirt of many colors right here. The translation “coat of many colors” comes from the Greek and Latin translations of the Bible and not from the Hebrew text. Recent translations such as the New Revised Standard Version now interpret the Hebrew text to say that it is a robe with long sleeves like this academic gown. The important point is that you cannot work in the field in this kind of gown. It’s more of a smoking jacket or princely leisure coat. A robe is not for physical labor.
And this robe becomes a symbol for the dynamics going on in this family system. Here is Joseph who is the sparkle in his father’s eye. He receives a coat which no one else has. He is special and more favored than any other child. And if this is, indeed, a coat with long sleeves, then the clear message from Jacob is that Joseph is not expected to work and be responsible like the other children. Joseph receives more delight than any other child in the family and less expectation than any other child.

If you were a brother or sister to Joseph, how would you feel? I thought so! But when his brothers saw that their father loved him more than all his brothers, they hated him, and could not speak peaceably to him (37:4). They could not say to Joseph what we just shared earlier in this service: “Peace be with you!” The word for “peace” in this verse is “Shalom.”  
Joseph has some opportunities to improve some of the relationships, but he doesn’t see them. Joseph, like his father, is a dreamer and an interpreter of dreams. One morning Joseph comes to breakfast and tells his family, “I had a dream last night that we were binding sheaves in the field and all of your sheaves bowed down to mine” (37: 7). The brothers, not Joseph, interpret the dream to mean Joseph is to rule over them. And we hear, So they hated him even more because of his dreams and his words (37:8).
Joseph wakes up another day and says, “Look, I have had another dream: the sun, the moon, and eleven stars were bowing down to me” (37:9). His dreams now take on “astronomical” proportions and his father blurts out, “What kind of dream is this that you have had? (37:10). Can you feel the anger and jealousy in this family? Suddenly the anger boils over. 
One day Jacob sends the seventeen-year-old Joseph fifty miles from home to find out if his brothers have “shalom”—peace. “Shall I wear my leisure coat?” Joseph asks. “Sure, why not?” Jacob says with complete insensitivity to all of the dynamics going on in his family. 

“See if your brothers have shalom” his father asks. We already know there is no shalom (peace) in this family. So Joseph walks the fifty miles (he doesn’t have his driver’s license yet) to Shechem, but he can’t find them. They’ve moved on another fifteen miles to Dothan. 

So now Joseph saunters out in his leisure gown sixty-five miles from the protection of his father, and all the anger and jealousy erupt into murderous rage. “Let’s kill him!” the brothers shout. Reuben, the oldest child, says, “Let’s throw him in this dried-out well instead.” The story tells us that Reuben planned to come back and pull Joseph out of the well and take him home. I wonder if the eldest rescued the favored child and, thus, to receive some sparkle from his father for what Reuben has done, since he surely did not receive any delight from his father for who he was.
So they rip off the dreaded coat and throw Joseph into the pit. Here is Joseph with dreams of standing above his brothers and now he is below them in the depths of a pit hearing them talk over lunch. I imagine Joseph was shocked that his brothers did not sparkle on him as did his father and mother!

Well, some travelers on the way to Egypt come by and Judah suggests they sell Joseph into slavery to some Midianite traders. The last Joseph sees of his family is when he looks back to see his brothers counting their twenty pieces of silver and killing a goat so they can sprinkle its blood on that coat with long sleeves. 
The brothers bring the hated coat, dripping with goat’s blood, back to their father and ask, “Do you recognize this?” And it is Jacob, not the brothers, who says, “It is my son’s robe! A wild animal has devoured him; Joseph is without doubt torn to pieces.” (37:33). And, ironically, Joseph becomes more, not less, prominent in Jacobs’s life as he mourns every day for the loss of his favorite son. How often do we dwell on the child who is not there and completely overlook those who are still at the table with us! And that is exactly what Jacob does for the rest of his days. He refuses to be comforted by his family. 

And the secret that they bear becomes incredibly heavy. This family secret--that they have sold their brother into slavery to Egypt--is a secret that must have burdened all ten half-brothers for most of their lives. It is true, you know, that we do not really keep secrets. Secrets keep us. These ten brothers spend a great deal of emotional energy and a great part of their lives guarding the secret during every conversation with their father. Many years later Joseph sets his brothers free from this family secret, but that is another story and another sermon. 

Our story ends not with the death of Joseph, however, but with his rescue. The last verse tells us, Meanwhile the Midianites had sold him in Egypt to Potiphar, one of Pharaoh’s officials, the captain of the guard (37:36). We have not heard the last of Joseph!

SPARKLE

When a child steps into the middle of a family drama already in motion, what does that child need? Well, every baby I have known needs food, fluids, and someone to take care of what happens after you give a child food and fluids. But I want to suggest to you today one of two very important needs of any child, including Joseph, including you, including me. Next Sunday I will present the second need. 

Every child—in fact, every person—needs to be the sparkle in someone’s eye. Every child needs someone who will light up immediately when that child enters the room. You grandparents are great about sparkling all over a child. I have learned to ask, “How is your grandchild?” only when I have some extra time on my hands because this can lead to quite an extended monologue! I love to watch you when you talk about your grandchildren because your eyes sparkle.
What does a child need to do for someone to sparkle over him or her? Nothing at all. We love this child for who he or she is, not for what she or he does. That’s what makes the sparkle so magnificent. It is grace. The child is an absolute delight for us. 


What can we learn from this story of such a dysfunctional family? Joseph's story teaches us, indeed, that we need someone to sparkle all over us. Jacob's sin was not that his eyes sparkled over Joseph but that his eyes sparkled only on Joseph! Each of these children needed Jacob’s delight because every one of us who begins in the middle of everything needs someone to sparkle all over us. We hope it is a parent or grandparent. If we don't receive sparkle from our parents, we will seek that sparkle in the eye of some adult who blesses us.


I have learned that not every person here today feels blessed by an adult in their lives. Not everyone can name one person whose eye sparkles when they enter the room. Many of us spend our lives trying to earn the blessing of our mother or father and we realize at some point that no blessing, no sparkle, can be earned. It is always a gift. 

I have a dream. I dream that each person who comes to worship at Vienna Baptist Church will hear clearly that the God of Beginnings made each of us—made you and made me—with great delight and says over each of us when we are born—“You’re good! You’re very good!” I hope that the main message of Vienna Baptist Church is that the Lord of universe looks at each of us not with a stern eye of disapproval but with an eye that sparkles at the wonder that we exist as pure gift to this world. 


Since the Lord has no eyes but our eyes, I dream that each person you and I meet this week will see the sparkle in our eye and will hear through us from the Lord of creation, “You’re good! You’re very good!” And we can begin this week with those closest to us—our family members. We can give each person we meet this week a gift of blessing. The gift of blessing is the affirmation that we are loved for who we are and not for what we do. One of the most Christian acts we can do this week is to sparkle over each person we meet. 

1 Myron Madden: Blessing: Giving the Gift of Power, 1988, page 71 
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