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Year A

RCL

Genesis 37:1-4, 12-28
Psalm 85:8-13
Matthew 14:22-33

The Collect

Grant to us, Lord, we pray, the spirit to think and

do always those things that are right, that we, 

who cannot exist without you, may by you be 

enabled to live according to your will; through 

Jesus Christ our Lord, who lives and reigns with 
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you and the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and 

ever.

Amen.
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Genesis 37:1-4, 12-28

Jacob settled in the land where his father had 

lived as an alien, the land of Canaan. This is the 

story of the family of Jacob.

Joseph, being seventeen years old, was shepherd-

ing the flock with his brothers; he was a helper to 

the sons of Bilhah and Zilpah, his father’s wives; 

and Joseph brought a bad report of them to their fa-

ther. Now Israel 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.

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.

Now his brothers went to pasture their father’s 
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flock near Shechem. And Israel said to Joseph, 

“Are not your brothers pasturing the flock at 

Shechem? Come, I will send you to them.” He an-

swered, “Here I am.” So he said to him, “Go now, 

see if it is well with your brothers and with the 

flock; and bring word back to me.” So he sent him 

from the valley of Hebron.

He came to Shechem, and a man found him wan-

dering in the fields; the man asked him, “What are 

you seeking?” “I am seeking my brothers,” he said;

“tell me, please, where they are pasturing the 

flock.” The man said, “They have gone away, for I 

heard them say, ‘Let us go to Dothan.’“ So Joseph 

went after his brothers, and found them at Dothan. 

They saw him from a distance, and before he came 
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near to them, they conspired to kill him. They said 

to one another, “Here comes this dreamer. Come 

now, let us kill him and throw him into one of the 

pits; then we shall say that a wild animal has de-

voured him, and we shall see what will become of 

his dreams.” But when Reuben heard it, he deliv-

ered him out of their hands, saying, “Let us not 

take his life.” Reuben said to them, “Shed no 

blood; throw him into this pit here in the wilder-

ness, but lay no hand on him” —that he might res-

cue him out of their hand and restore him to his fa-

ther. So when Joseph came to his brothers, they 

stripped him of his robe, the long robe with sleeves

that he wore; and they took him and threw him into

a pit. The pit was empty; there was no water in it.
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Then they sat down to eat; and looking up they 

saw a caravan of Ishmaelites coming from Gilead, 

with their camels carrying gum, balm, and resin, on

their way to carry it down to Egypt. Then Judah 

said to his brothers, “What profit is it if we kill our 

brother and conceal his blood? Come, let us sell 

him to the Ishmaelites, and not lay our hands on 

him, for he is our brother, our own flesh.” And his 

brothers agreed. When some Midianite traders 

passed by, they drew Joseph up, lifting him out of 

the pit, and sold him to the Ishmaelites for twenty 

pieces of silver. And they took Joseph to Egypt.
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Psalm 85:8-13

Benedixisti, Domine

8 I will listen to what the LORD God is saying, *
for he is speaking peace to his faithful people
and to those who turn their hearts to him.

9 Truly, his salvation is very near to those who fear
him, *
that his glory may dwell in our land.

10 Mercy and truth have met together; *
righteousness and peace have kissed each other.

11 Truth shall spring up from the earth, *
and righteousness shall look down from heav-
en.

12 The LORD will indeed grant prosperity, *
and our land will yield its increase.

13 Righteousness shall go before him, *
and peace shall be a pathway for his feet.
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Matthew 14:22-33

Jesus made the disciples get into the boat and go 

on ahead to the other side, while he dismissed the 

crowds. And after he had dismissed the crowds, he 

went up the mountain by himself to pray. When 

evening came, he was there alone, but by this time 

the boat, battered by the waves, was far from the 

land, for the wind was against them. And early in 

the morning he came walking toward them on the 

sea. But when the disciples saw him walking on 

the sea, they were terrified, saying, “It is a ghost!” 

And they cried out in fear. But immediately Jesus 

spoke to them and said, “Take heart, it is I; do not 

be afraid.”
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Peter answered him, “Lord, if it is you, command

me to come to you on the water.” He said, “Come.”

So Peter got out of the boat, started walking on the 

water, and came toward Jesus. But when he noticed

the strong wind, he became frightened, and begin-

ning to sink, he cried out, “Lord, save me!” Jesus 

immediately reached out his hand and caught him, 

saying to him, “You of little faith, why did you 

doubt?” When they got into the boat, the wind 

ceased. And those in the boat worshiped him, say-

ing, “Truly you are the Son of God.”
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SERMON

I’ve been talking for the last few Sundays of the 

challenges of living a Christian life in a world 

ruled by sin. Thinking about that for this week’s 

sermon, I was reminded of something that hap-

pened at the Chapel of St. Arbuck’s some time ago.

The Archbishop decided that it was time for a good

wash and brush up. The interior got new carpet, the

exterior got new paint, wood that had been suffer-

ing from the ravages of the weather was replaced 

and I have to say, it turned out well. The Chapel 

just gleams. 

Truthfully, before the gleaming could begin, 

there was a mighty rough spot that had to be gotten

over. The Archbishop had put the Sexton in charge 

1



of the renovation, instructing him to hire the work-

ers, and he came back with the least inspiring col-

lection of humanity I ever saw short of a jail cell. 

One was immensely obese and could hardly move. 

One was missing an arm. Another looked as if he’d

been sleeping rough for months. He actually still 

had a vine caught in his beard when he showed up 

the first day. Another was full of attitude. Another 

seemed to be full of something else. As you can 

imagine, the Archbishop was beside himself to see 

this rag-tag bunch show up to renovate his church. 

He had imagined a crew in uniforms arriving in a 

shiny truck, someone who looked the part of peo-

ple chosen to renovate God’s house. I happened to 

be passing by His Excellency’s office as he was 
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telling the Sexton off. 

“Why do you doubt?” the Sexton asked. “I have 

chosen these workers as being best suited to the 

job. If they need help, if they fall short, I will be 

there to assist.”

There followed more, pointed, expressions of the 

Archbishop’s opinion of the Sexton’s judgment, 

but, as we all know, the Archbishop is a silly man, 

and no one pays much attention to him, least of all 

the Sexton. It wasn’t long before the Archbishop 

was called away, and by the time he returned, he’d 

forgotten all about the Sexton’s unsatisfactory 

work crew.

You don’t have to ride around the sun very many 

times before you begin to notice that the world 
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contains an awful lot of unlikely-looking people; 

people who don’t seem to share your idea of what 

it takes to make it in the world. This one is addict-

ed, that one is a drunk, this one is just dumb, that 

one so full of hate that it is painful to speak with 

him. What are these unlikely-looking people doing 

in my nice, tidy world? A lot of people you meet, it

seems, look an awful lot like the crew the Sexton 

brought in, or even a lot like Joseph’s brothers in 

the text today.

Joseph’s family was a big one. Jacob, their father,

fell in love with Rachel. He worked seven years for

her father to win permission to marry her, but on 

the wedding night, her father substituted her sister 

Leah for Rachel and when Jacob awoke he was 
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married to the wrong sister. He had to promise an-

other seven years’ labor for Rachel. Jacob loved 

Rachel but didn’t care at all for Leah, and she was 

heart-broken. 

When the LORD saw that Leah was not 
loved, he enabled her to conceive, but 
Rachel remained childless. Leah became 
pregnant and gave birth to a son. She named 
him Reuben, for she said, “It is because the 
LORD has seen my misery. Surely my hus-
band will love me now.”

If that doesn’t break your heart, I don’t know 

what will.

There are two other women in the story, Bilhah, 

Rachel’s maid, and Zilpah, Leah’s maid. Genesis 

tells us:

When Rachel saw that she was not bearing Ja-
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cob any children, she became jealous of her 
sister. So she said to Jacob, “Give me children,
or I’ll die!” 
Jacob became angry with her and said, “Am I 
in the place of God, who has kept you from 
having children?” 
Then she said, “Here is Bilhah, my servant. 
Sleep with her so that she can bear children for
me and I too can build a family through her.”

Bilhah had two sons, Dan and Naphtali.

Meanwhile, after bearing four sons, Reuben, 

Simeon, Levi and Judah, Leah stopped having chil-

dren. 

When Leah saw that she had stopped having 
children, she took her servant Zilpah and gave 
her to Jacob as a wife. Leah’s servant Zilpah 
bore Jacob a son. Then Leah said, “What good 
fortune!” So she named him Gad.

Leah’s servant Zilpah bore Jacob a second son. 
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Then Leah said, “How happy I am! The wom-
en will call me happy.” So she named him 
Asher.

Leah then gets back in the game and bears Jacob 

two more sons, Issachar and Zebulun along with a 

daughter, Dinah. Finally, we’re told:

Then God remembered Rachel; he listened to 
her and enabled her to conceive. She became 
pregnant and gave birth to a son and said, 
“God has taken away my disgrace.”

Rachel’s son was Joseph. Joseph the best-loved. 

Joseph of the coat of many colors, or long sleeves, 

take your pick. When we pick up the story, Joseph, 

who had already spoken of a dream in which all his

brothers were bowing down to him, is working as a

helper to his half-brothers, who are the children of 

the two maids. 
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“Helper” my foot! Joseph the best-loved, jumped

up in a fancy coat, is being sent to spy on his half-

brothers, and they know it. That’s where the trou-

ble started. The brothers knew that Joseph was spy-

ing on them and they were mad – almost mad 

enough to kill. It’s all well and good to say that 

these were ancient people in an ancient time, but 

the ties of blood are the strongest we know. How 

did these boys, for boys they were, come to a place

where they would really plan to kill their own 

brother?

“Here comes this dreamer. Come now, let us 
kill him and throw him into one of the pits; 
then we shall say that a wild animal has de-
voured him, and we shall see what will be-
come of his dreams.”

Not only kill their brother, but cover it up by ly-
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ing to their father. Think of his pain! How do you 

come to such a place?

Let’s not forget that these boys are all Jacob’s 

sons, and Jacob has been given a new name: Israel.

These are the children of Israel, the forefathers of 

the twelve tribes, God’s chosen people. This bunch 

God has chosen don’t look to me much better, and 

in many ways they look much worse, than the 

work crew the Sexton came up with. 

Meanwhile, back at the chapel, I watched the 

Sexton with his unlikely workers very closely. I 

was particularly struck by the way he matched the 

jobs he assigned to the limitations and skills of the 

worker. The Sexton placed each worker carefully, 

and the busiest of all was the Sexton himself. He 
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was everywhere, lending a hand here, making a 

suggestion there. He wasn’t so much supervising as

he was bringing out the best in each workman. As a

consequence, the work moved ahead smoothly and 

well. How many times have we all seen mug shots 

or street people or alcoholics or addicted people 

and thought that they couldn’t possibly be in God’s

plan? They must be children of the devil. Certainly 

they have nothing to do with my tidy world. The 

Sexton recognizes that the job must be done with 

the workers available. To one he said, “You must 

use a kicker to stretch the carpet before you nail it 

down”, and showed him how to use the carpet 

kicker. To another, who had thinned the paint so 

much that it didn’t cover well, he advised, “Re-
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paint, and thin no more.”

(Sorry! I just always wanted to do that)

Jacob’s sons could learn a lot from the Sexton. 

And yet, because of their jealousy and rage Joseph 

was sent off to Egypt and from Egypt, Joseph will 

save the whole family from starvation. The conse-

quences of our actions are visible in fullness only 

by God.

In a nutshell, that’s a lesson for the whole pas-

sage. God’s will, God’s plans, will be accom-

plished, even if he has to work with a bunch of 

pretty unlikely-looking people. God’s will will 

work itself out even through hatred, and murderous

urges, and self-righteous indignation.

In the end, as I said, the Chapel sparkled. The 
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carpet was firmly stretched, the paint gleamed, the 

woodwork flawlessly polished. There was even a 

new sense of pride and accomplishment in the eyes

of the unlikely-looking workers who, by trusting in

the Sexton’s assurance that even if they failed, he 

would sustain them, now felt that they could walk 

on water. The Sexton’s faith in them showed them 

they could overcome their limitations. They grew, 

becoming more than they had been. Living as a 

Christian in a world ruled by sin is just like the 

Sexton’s approach to his unlikely work crew. At 

the end of the job, they became more than they 

were at the start. 

AMEN
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BENEDICTION

Remember, A calm sea does not make a skilled 

sailor. It is by overcoming, with God’s help, our in-

adequacy that we experience growth.

The Lord bless you and keep you; 
the Lord make his face to shine upon you, and be 
gracious to you; 
the Lord lift up his countenance upon you, and 
give you peace. 

Optional parts of the readings are set off in square brackets.

The Bible texts of the Old Testament, Epistle and Gospel lessons are from the New Revised Standard Version Bible, 

copyright 1989 by the Division of Christian Education of the National Council of the Church of Christ in the USA, and 

used by permission.

The Collects, Psalms and Canticles are from the Book of Common Prayer, 1979.
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