
 

 

 The Strange Providence of God 
 
 
Gen 45:1-15 (NRSV)  Then Joseph could no longer control himself before all those who stood by him, and 
he cried out, "Send everyone away from me." So no one stayed with him when Joseph made himself 
known to his brothers. 2 And he wept so loudly that the Egyptians heard it, and the household of Pharaoh 
heard it. 3 Joseph said to his brothers, "I am Joseph. Is my father still alive?" But his brothers could not 
answer him, so dismayed were they at his presence. 4 Then Joseph said to his brothers, "Come closer to 
me." And they came closer. He said, "I am your brother, Joseph, whom you sold into Egypt. 5 And now do 
not be distressed, or angry with yourselves, because you sold me here; for God sent me before you to 
preserve life. 6 For the famine has been in the land these two years; and there are five more years in 
which there will be neither plowing nor harvest. 7 God sent me before you to preserve for you a remnant 
on earth, and to keep alive for you many survivors. 8 So it was not you who sent me here, but God; he 
has made me a father to Pharaoh, and lord of all his house and ruler over all the land of Egypt. 9 Hurry 
and go up to my father and say to him, 'Thus says your son Joseph, God has made me lord of all Egypt; 
come down to me, do not delay. 10 You shall settle in the land of Goshen, and you shall be near me, you 
and your children and your children's children, as well as your flocks, your herds, and all that you have. 11 
I will provide for you there--since there are five more years of famine to come--so that you and your 
household, and all that you have, will not come to poverty.' 12 And now your eyes and the eyes of my 
brother Benjamin see that it is my own mouth that speaks to you. 13 You must tell my father how greatly I 
am honored in Egypt, and all that you have seen. Hurry and bring my father down here." 14 Then he fell 
upon his brother Benjamin's neck and wept, while Benjamin wept upon his neck. 15 And he kissed all his 
brothers and wept upon them; and after that his brothers talked with him. 
 
Rom 8:28-39 (NRSV)  We know that all things work together for good for those who love God, who are 
called according to his purpose. [29 For those whom he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to 
the image of his Son, in order that he might be the firstborn within a large family. 30 And those whom he 
predestined he also called; and those whom he called he also justified; and those whom he justified he 
also glorified.] 31 What then are we to say about these things? If God is for us, who is against us? 32 He 
who did not withhold his own Son, but gave him up for all of us, will he not with him also give us 
everything else? 33 Who will bring any charge against God's elect? It is God who justifies. 34 Who is to 
condemn? It is Christ Jesus, who died, yes, who was raised, who is at the right hand of God, who indeed 
intercedes for us. 35 Who will separate us from the love of Christ? Will hardship, or distress, or 
persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or sword? 36 As it is written, "For your sake we are being 
killed all day long; we are accounted as sheep to be slaughtered." 37 No, in all these things we are more 
than conquerors through him who loved us. 38 For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, 
nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, 39 nor height, nor depth, nor anything else 
in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord. 
 

 "I am Joseph.  Is my father still alive?"  No answer.  Just eleven brothers stunned 

and cowering in the corner.  "Come closer to me. ... I am your brother, Joseph, whom 

you sold into Egypt."  We probably can barely imagine the impact of these words on 
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those brothers.  Recall the larger story from days gone by of how the loss of family 

peace had prompted those brothers to turn against Joseph and sell him to slave 

traders—and then make their father, Jacob, believe Joseph had been destroyed by a 

wild animal. 

 All that should have been little more than a hazy—and perhaps repressed—

memory from many years before.  Whatever lingering guilt these brothers had felt had 

long since been put aside.  They were now involved in a new crisis trying to avert 

starvation of their clan during a wide-ranging famine.  But suddenly this Egyptian official 

from whom they had been seeking aid reopens their past, laying bare a truth they 

thought no longer mattered.  "I am Joseph.  Is my father still alive? ... Come closer to 

me.  ... I am your brother, Joseph, whom you sold into Egypt." 

 They are dumbstruck and terror stricken.  Their guilt can no longer be ignored or 

repressed.  It stares them in the face:  "I am Joseph."  There he stands, perfectly 

positioned for revenge.  He has already toyed with them in their desperate search for 

aid:  first demanding that they return and bring their youngest brother, Benjamin, and 

then detaining Benjamin on trumped up charges of theft.  Judah has made an 

impassioned plea that he be allowed to accept Benjamin's fate as an Egyptian slave, in 

order to spare their father, Jacob, yet another heartache.  But the response to this plea 

is the stunning:  "I am Joseph."  Surely revenge will now be fully and finely wrought. 
 

 I 

 But the most remarkable part of this story is what happens when guilt and 

revenge meet face to face.  They both disappear in Joseph's sudden discernment—

what may be called a 'revelation'—that more has been at work in the strange story of 

their lives than the loss of family peace and brutal, oppressive violence.   
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 Without any hint that Joseph has carefully figured all of this out in advance, he 

abruptly sees these events in a way which places the brothers' guilt in perspective and 

overcomes his need for revenge.  Gen 45:5 (NRSV):  "And now do not be distressed, or 

angry with yourselves, because you sold me here; for God sent me before you to 

preserve life."  "Do not be afraid."  "Do not fear."  "Do not even depress yourselves by 

turning your guilty anger inward."  Why?  Because I now see that God has taken that 

destructive action of yours and used it for life-sustaining purposes:  "God sent me 

before you to preserve life." 

 Joseph will reiterate this same point even more forcefully some years later at the 

death of Jacob, when his brothers once again fear he may take revenge now that their 

father has died.  To their abject plea for mercy he answers:  Gen 50:20 (NRSV)  "Even 

though you intended to do harm to me, God intended it for good, in order to preserve a 

numerous people, as he is doing today." 

 Joseph has sensed in his own experience what the apostle Paul affirmed in 

Romans:  Rom 8:28 (NRSV)  "We know that all things work together for good for those 

who love God, who are called according to [God's] purpose."  And it is by the 

experience of violent and deadly things having been used by God for good—indeed for 

the fulfillment of God's promise of blessing to all people through this people—that 

Joseph overcame the impulse for revenge with the power to forgive his brothers' guilt.  

And the joyous outcome is to hurry the brothers off to bring their father and the clan to 

dwell in safety with Joseph. 
 

 II 

 Joseph's life manifests a strange providence indeed.  It is perhaps too easy to 

glorify Joseph's accomplishments in Egypt and overlook his arduous journey through 
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slavery which brought him—though only eventually—to the pinnacle of power.  It is a 

summons to us to consider our own lives in the wider embrace of a God who does not 

exempt us from evil, but who never vacates the fields on which our lives are played out, 

who struggles with us toward the promise that will not fail: to preserve life and to bring 

blessing to all. 

 The irony of God's strange providence is that it may be most intensely present 

when we are least conscious of it, and it may be most effective when we completely 

miscalculate the human agents who are its bearers.  Indeed, none of the agents in the 

Joseph story have any intention of carrying out the purpose of Yahweh.  But Yahweh is 

determined to turn their actions toward the larger good which defines the purposes of 

God.  God is not finally thwarted even by those who totally disregard God's purpose.  

And, we might add, neither is God thwarted by those who are convinced they are 

carrying out God's purpose. 

 This dimension of God's strange providence is exemplified in a story from The 

Good News from North Haven.  It is a story that connects richly to the strange 

providence in Joseph’s story and also connects thematically to the life of Grace 

Covenant as its season of transition draws toward a close. Michael Lindvall’s story of 

Pastor Dave in the fictional town of North Haven, Minnesota tells of an episode in 

ministry after Dave had served that congregation a full four years.  Following Easter that 

year he and Annie took a few days off to enjoy the restaurants and relaxation of the twin 

cities area.  On their leisurely drive home on route 169, they reflected on what the years 

had meant to them.  Though when they had come they had assumed what most pastors 

of Second Presbyterian in North Haven seemed to have assumed, that it was a call for 

three or four years on the way to something else, they now realized their thinking had 

changed. 
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 Dave describes it this way:  "There was a rightness about us in that little town:  

Annie comfortable, the kids barely remembering anywhere else, and my work at church 

accepted, sometimes indulged, but always graciously received.  So we said what had 

been hanging in our thoughts:  'Let's go home and think of it as home, and make it 

home for a while.'  For the first time in my four years in North Haven, I felt I understood 

what it meant to be called to be a pastor someplace." 

 Scarcely had they gotten back home and picked up the children at the sitter's 

when pastoral duties beckoned.  The church secretary reported to Dave that Minnie 

MacDowell was sick, and once again thought she was dying, and that Dave had 

probably better get right on over.  It turns out that Minnie "died" with some regularity.  By 

now Dave had grown used to being summoned to her deathbed.  But of course Dave 

drove right over, was met at the door by a grave looking Angus MacDowell who 

escorted Dave up the staircase of their old Victorian house. 

 Dave describes the scene thus:  "Minnie was upstairs in bed, in a lacy nightgown, 

her hair newly done, the bedcovers neatly folded just above her waist.  She languidly 

raised her arm for me to take her hand, smiled theatrically, and said, 'I'm so glad you 

made it back in time, Pastor.'" 

 So Dave sat in the chair which Angus pushed up to the bedside and asked 

Minnie if she were comfortable.  She nodded and added that the doctor had just left, 

though he had been no help at all.  Then Minnie turned directly to Dave and said:  "Ask 

me the question, Pastor." 

 Dave's account continues:  "The question, I had come to know on my last two 

visits to Minnie's deathbed, was an essential part of her very precise plans for the day.  

It was a question that she had been raised to believe was absolutely necessary for a 

tasteful death.  The pastor was to ask:  'Are you prepared to die?'  The die-ee was to 



6 
 

 

 
 

answer: 'Yes, Pastor, I am.'  Then the pastor read the 23rd Psalm and prayed briefly, 

concluding with the Lord's Prayer.  Then the die-ee died.  That was how it was properly 

done.  We had done it twice before, all except for the last part. 

 "I looked helplessly over my shoulder at Angus, who knit his brow and nodded 

imperceptibly, which I took to mean 'Do your job, kid.'  So I smiled pastorally at Minnie 

and said, "Are you prepared to die?' 

 "I almost slid off my chair which she said, 'No.'  Her lower lip started to quiver and 

she looked away from me at the wall. 

 "I squeezed her hand as Angus patted me on the back and said, 'Minnie's got 

something she's go to get off her chest.' 

 "At which Minnie choked out the words:  'No, Angus, you tell him.' 

 So Angus commenced to tell Dave, reminding him of the process which had 

been employed by the Pastor Nominating Committee which had called him there four 

years before.  Angus described how the committee had received 28 dossiers and 

narrowed the choice to Dave and a Reverend Mr. Hartwick Benson of Indianapolis.  

They had invited both to visit North Haven, and they had listened to both preach in a 

nearby church. 

 Dave remembered it as though it were yesterday:  "a hot day in June, a brand 

new pulpit robe fresh from Bentley and Simon, my champion fits-all sermon, my voice 

cracking during what was meant to be a thunderous conclusion.  After it was over, I 

made my peace with the prospect of settling for a position even less desirable than 

North Haven, MN.  What elation, what affirmation, when a simple typewritten note came 

four days later postmarked 'N. Haven, MN."  There was no heading, only a date, and 

then, 'Dear Sir: We are most pleased to inform you . . ." 

 Angus then went directly to the point, telling Dave that Minnie had been secretary 
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to the committee.  She typed up all the letters, including the ones to Rev. Benson and to 

Dave.  Inadvertently the letters—written without personal salutations but with distinctly 

different messages— had been put in the wrong envelopes.  Mr. Benson got Dave's 

letter and Dave got Mr. Benson's letter.  The mistake had gone undetected until Dave 

had called the committee on the phone to say he would be delighted to come.  Angus 

recalled:  "You were so eager, we just decided, well, what the heck, and let it go."  And 

Minnie added, slowly shaking her head:  "I just couldn't die with such a thing on my 

conscience." 

 Suddenly it was no longer Minnie who was dying, but Dave.  Her deathbed 

revelation derailed his sense of rightness about being in North Haven.  The wave of 

integration and acceptance that had washed over him as he drove home from 

Minneapolis was receding to the sea.  Dave thought:  "My 'call' was nothing but Minnie 

mixing up two letters."   

 The effect of his consternation was to recall Minnie and Angus from 

contemplating Minnie's death to ministering to Dave's distress, by providing an 

obviously shaken pastor with tea and shortbread.  Angus was philosophical about 

Minnie's swift recovery, observing that "A person always feels better when they get 

something off their chest." 

 As you might imagine, Dave's drive home was full of searching reflection.  He 

stopped alongside the road after crossing the bridge and looked out over the elbow 

shaped marsh.  It had been a bend in the river until the river abruptly changed course 

80 years before.  Since then a town which had been built by the river "found itself a half 

mile away, astride a languid stretch of shallow water and marshland that went 

nowhere." 

 Sitting by the roadside Dave heard a blue heron call and then take wing.  He 



8 
 

 

 
 

noted that there are no blue herons on the river itself, owing to swiftly moving water and 

the many boats which pass.  Then he thought to himself:  "There is a rightness about 

this marsh that should have been the river.  The heron, the cattails, the evening breeze 

just troubling the shallow water.  It wasn't supposed to be this way, but it was." 

 Dave started the car and eased slowly out onto the road, continuing his reverie 

as he drove to a place he knew was home.  He thought to himself:  "I know that so 

much that has come upon me in life I did not search out and choose, but rather found by 

chance and accepted as grace.  The will of God is an infinitely intricate weaving of 

incidents and accidents, plans and providence.  Sometimes it works through us, 

sometimes in spite of us, but in all things, it can work for good.  The rightness Annie and 

I had felt about North Haven that afternoon was not diminished by a decision made four 

years ago to call Hartwick Benson as pastor. 

 "This is home because Minnie and a few hundred other people trust me to hold 

their hands should they die.  It is home because Angus and Minnie dared to tell me the 

truth.  It is home because [people] reach out to touch our children as they pass by in 

church as if they were their own.  It is home because the checker in the market calls me 

by my name.  It is home because I don't want to go anywhere else.  [But] What I know 

now is that how this came to be home is a stranger story than I had thought.  But the 

story usually is stranger than we first thought.  I drove home to tell Annie that Minnie 

MacDowell had lived to die another day and that I thought I knew where home was." 
 

 Conclusion 

 Words of truth caused Dave to reckon with the strange providence of God, just 

as words of truth ("I am Joseph") caused both Joseph and his brothers to do the same.  

What both stories teach us is that even when the truth of our lives seems dismaying on 
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first look—either because evil, or mistakes, or some combination of the two seem to 

govern our course—we should look again.  

 Now by bringing these two stories together two Sundays before Grace Covenant 

will vote on the recommendation from its Pastor Nominating Committee of a new 

pastor/head of staff, I do not mean to imply that there is anything strange either in the 

way that call is being processed or in the way it is being received. There is no 

secretarial snafu lurking in the background! But I do mean to imply that there are rich 

discoveries in place for all of you as you live together into your common vocation as 

pastor and people, called to mission in the world God so loves. You will be surprised, 

sometimes by joy and occasionally by pain, as you learn together the strange 

providence by which God is bringing you together and by which God will sustain, 

stimulate and empower you in your common calling. 

 For the will and purpose of God is an infinitely intricate weaving of incidents and 

accidents, plans and providence.  Sometimes it works through us, sometimes in spite of 

us, sometimes through what we rightly fear, sometimes through what we take to be 

outright mistakes, but in all things, it does work for good, and it makes plain God’s 

gratuitous and abundant care for all that God has made.  
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