Joseph and forgiveness: The Fall 2009 Abrahamic Faiths Forum

Under the guidance of Christian, Muslim and Jewish presenters, people who attended the Fall 2009 Abrahamic Faiths Forum explored the story of Joseph and how the traditions approach the concept of forgiveness. The forum took place November 2 at Waterloo Lutheran Seminary, and the three presenters were Carol Penner, Pastor of Vineland First Mennonite Church, Sheik Abdalla Idris Ali, imam and deputy secretary of the Islamic Society of North America (Canada), and Bob Chodos from Temple Shalom, Waterloo.

Carol Penner structured her presentation around two seminal events in the Joseph story: Genesis 45 in which God gives Joseph a “forgiving heart,” and Genesis 50 in which the brothers, wracked with guilt, are not able to accept forgiveness. We learn from this that a forgiving heart and a willingness to accept forgiveness are essential elements in the practice of forgiveness.
She then offered a four-part study of the subject. Firstly, we determine what needs to be forgiven as well as who needs to be forgiven. Secondly, we ask, “What went right?” Joseph weeps and offers forgiveness. He knows the story of how his uncle Esau forgave Joseph’s father for stealing his birthright. There is an understanding that both forgiveness and resentment play themselves out in the lives of the generations to follow. Thirdly, forgiveness is a “journey of many turns.” In the end, it all works out well for Joseph, but he needs time; he does not forgive immediately. Fourthly, Rev. Penner asked us to explore what is not in the story. Things do not go back to how they had been. There is a qualified peace, with boundaries. We are encouraged to wrestle with the story.

The Qur’an devotes a whole chapter to the story of Joseph, Sheik Abdalla noted. Jacob is considered a prophet. When the brothers come home without Joseph, Jacob accepts that this is the will of God. When Joseph is abandoned in the well he trusts that God will protect him. The Jacob/Esau story is not in the Qur’an. It is not up to human judges to condemn based on a relative’s sin but we can correct an ill. Is it our obligation to make others aware of their need for forgiveness? In the Qur’an, Joseph reminds the brothers of what they did and they beg for forgiveness.
Joseph says, “I have nothing against you”. He tells them that it was Satan who got between them. This raises a very interesting question regarding responsibility. Sheik Abdalla brought this question into our contemporary setting when he stressed that we must protect society from sustaining any further harm at the hands of those who have perpetrated a crime. He was interested in looking at justice on a larger scale, as a systemic issue. At the same time, Islam expects that God will judge wrongdoing on the day of judgement.

In his presentation, Bob Chodos linked the Joseph story to one of the earliest accounts in Genesis, the relationship between Cain and Abel. The crucial question in both is, “Am I my brother’s keeper?” Chodos suggested that Cain’s sin in murdering Abel “creates a tear in the fabric of humanity that can only be mended when this question is answered with a resounding ‘Yes!’”
Joseph’s forgiveness of his brothers heals the rift that harks back to Cain and Abel. The possibility of reconciliation hinges on the brothers’ response when Joseph demands that Benjamin stay with him. Judah offers himself in Benjamin’s place and with this act affirms that, indeed, he is his brother’s keeper. Wrongdoing has been acknowledged and amends are being made in the form of transformed behaviour.
Joseph sees God’s hand in all of this. The action that his brothers took towards him with evil intent was one that God meant for good. As individuals and as societies, we may be presented with a “Judah moment” in our lives in which we must fully confront ourselves and make a choice. It is these kind of moments that lead to our growth and change.

The three presentations stimulated a lively and interesting question and discussion period. Among the questions addressed were “Should forgiveness be unconditional?” and “Do we have an obligation to make others aware of their need for forgiveness?”
A member of the audience shared that she is actively involved in the work of justice and reconciliation and that she would be taking what she heard at the forum with her into her work, a confirmation that the story of Joseph is not one to be visited as an archaic tale but can be drawn on to shed light on our contemporary struggles. The Christian, Muslim and Jewish perspectives that we heard all made it clear that the lessons from the story of Joseph are alive and pertinent to the situations we live today.

Waterloo Lutheran Seminary presents two Abrahamic Faiths Forums each year, with the fall forum focusing on a person who is of interest to all three faiths and the spring one focusing on a broader topic.

