Dreams are funny things - they are like taking a puzzle out of a box - all those pieces - and you know they fit together to make a picture - but it takes some work to figure it out.

You will never have enough time for everything you want to do - you have to make choices.  Every time you make a choice - you change your future.  Everytime someone else makes a choice for you - your future is changed.  Doors open, doors close and windows let you see outside.  Sometimes you know what you are doing - other times you don't - and when someone else is charge - you are just along for the ride. 

Believers are people who are given the amazing opportunity to have a deep sense of who they really are.  Besides being Unique and Unreproducible - God says you have passions and talents and abilities and gifts and experiences.  Whether or not you accept and develop them - that is your choice.  Each morning you decide who to listen to -  what you are going to prioritize - where you hope to wind up and how you might get there.  Occasionally God throws a wrench into your plans - and the world gets to see how you respond.    

In Genesis 1:26 God says, "Let Us make mankind in Our image, according to Our likeness...So God created mankind in His own image; He created him in the image of God; He created them male and female."  To be human in the purest sense of the word is to recognize we were designed to be in the image of God.  Sin shattered that image and made us unrecognizable to anyone except God.  God's greatest desire is to re-form us back into His image - which is why He often throws that wrench into our plans and sends us down a different path.

My dad loved puzzles.  He would empty the pieces on the table, separate them and start assembly.  I learned to do puzzles from my dad - picking up a piece - staring at it - looking at the picture on the box and determining where that piece went.  Tabs, blanks, interjams (the official terminology of puzzle edges), colors, light, dark, border pieces - all of them are hints at where that particular piece fits in the puzzle.

A box of puzzle pieces is an interesting thought.  Like Schrodinger's cat that is both alive and dead at the same time - a box of puzzle pieces is both a puzzle and not a puzzle at the same time.  Every puzzle starts off as a representation of a barn, a car, a map, an ocean, a vase of flowers -  then gets sliced into tabs, blanks and interjams and placed in a box.  They exist so someone can put them back together again.   

When I visited my dad - there was always a puzzle on the table.  We would sit there for hours putting a few pieces in.  I came home once and my dad was puzzled (sorry for the pun) - he had almost finished a puzzle - almost as in there were two pieces missing.  His caregiver had looked everywhere and couldn't find them.  My dad was ready to give up when I had an idea.  There was a heating duct near the table with a grate whose fins were just large enough for a puzzle piece to fall through.  I got a screwdriver and flashlight, removed the grate and there were the missing pieces.  My dad put them in place - took a picture (which he always did) - told me it looked just like he knew it would - and the puzzle was done.

It would have been easy for him to have said, "it's just a couple of pieces" - but as a carpenter for over 50 years - he would not rest until all the pieces were in place and the puzzle completed.  
When Jesus showed up and began walking among the people of this world - it was obvious they were puzzle pieces waiting to be reassembled.  Some were coming along nicely - you could begin to see the final picture.  Some just had the edge pieces in place.  Others were hardly started - and some had been put back in the box and placed on a shelf because they were missing too many pieces.  

Jesus saw all of them - not as they were - but as the finished picture God created them to be - He even know where the missing pieces were.  
The truth is - no matter how much the world and our own selfishness and sin chops us up into pieces with tabs, blanks and interjams - we carry inside us a sense of who we really are.  If our calling is "where our deep gladness meets the world's deep need" - then our life mission is about rediscovering and being reassembled into the image God created us to be

And now to our text.  Joseph was a daddy's boy in the same way his dad, Jacob was a momma's boy.  Joseph knew exactly what his life was going to look like - and he made sure everyone knew.  Whether it was that Technicolor Dreamcoat - or bragging about the dreams where he is everyone's boss - Joseph knew how to push his brother's buttons.  So, when they dropped him into a deep pit with every intent of killing him - it wasn't a surprise.  When a bunch of traveling salesmen came by and they were able to sell him into slavery - it was an even better way to get rid of him.  An Academy Award performance full of tears took place when the brothers told their dad Joseph had been eaten by a wild animal - the only thing left was his bloodstained coat of many colors.  If only they could have saved him.  Puzzle pieces started falling in place.

The traveling salesmen eventually sold Joseph to an army officer named Potiphar.  Obviously this was not the way Joseph thought things were going to go - and it got even worse when Potiphar's wife had him thrown in jail for rejecting and embarrassing her.  Another puzzle piece placed.

Quick rabbit hole - the other day an ad popped for an AI dream interpreter.  Enter the pertinent things from your dreams - and it tells you what they mean.  Most of the time I already know what they mean - I had pizza for dinner, refused to forgive someone, forgot to do something, watched a scary movie - I don't need an app for that.

Anyway - while Joseph was in jail, he interpreted the dreams of other prisoners - some who were well connected.  Word got out and the Pharaoh sent for Joseph and said, "interpret my dreams or die..."  Nothing like a little encouragement.  Joseph told him all about the fat cows and skinny cows and next thing you know he was the head of the Department of Agriculture - and then Pharaoh's right hand man.

If you don't remember - the dreams about fat cows and skinny cows were about a time of plenty that would be followed by a severe drought and famine.  So, instead of eating and drinking like there was no tomorrow - Joseph had everyone put food aside so they wouldn't go hungry when the world turned upside-down - instant hero status.
 
The famine and drought weren't just in Egypt.  Joseph's family - including a new brother he'd never met - were starving in Canaan.  His father Jacob sent his sons - minus the youngest who was the new daddy's boy - to Egypt to get some food.  They weren't the only ones looking for a handout - but they stood out because of their language and dress.  Next thing you know they are in the presence of Pharaoh's right hand man - who also happens to be their long-lost and presumed-to-be dead brother.  They don't recognize him because he is wearing a fancy suit, is surrounded by cats and speaking Egyptian.

Joseph initially got teary-eyed and all choked up when he saw them - but quickly remembered the pit they threw him in and decided to find out if they had changed.  He declared them spies and put them into prison for three days.  When he brought them out he put the screws to them - and they admitted where they were from and they had two other brothers - one at home and the other who was dead.

Joseph designed a test.  He kept brother Simeon in prison - and allowed the other nine to go home.  If they brought the youngest brother back - Simeon would be freed and they would all live happily everafter - if they didn't - Simeon would become a slave.  They paid for some wheat - left Simeon behind - and took off.  What they didn't know was Joseph put their money in their backpacks making it look like they were thieves - all part of the test.

When they got home and told old Jacob the rules of the game - and about the money in their backpacks - he refused to let them take Benjamin to Egypt - he'd lost one son and wasn't going to lose another - except Simeon who was collateral damage.  The drought didn't end - forcing the brothers - including Benjamin - to set out for Egypt.  When they arrived, Joseph sent them to his house - his brothers thinking he knew about the money and was going to enslave them.  As they waited, assuming no one understand their language, they talked among themselves and confessed their guilt for what had happened to Joseph all those years before - Joseph's heart was melted and that brings us to our text for today. 

Joseph told them who he was.  They fell into each other's arms and wept. He invited them to come live with him and bring dad and everyone else along too.  Cue the upbeat music and the "happily everafter" credits.

While this story is similar to the one about Queen Esther - where God preserves His people so the long-promised Messiah could eventually arrive and save the world - there is a substory which is just as important.  The second story is about Joseph figuring out what it means to be human - the kind that God imagined at creation.  At each turn Joseph could have given up - run away - cheated - been unfaithful - but something inside him wouldn't let him.  And it wasn't until that moment - standing there with his brothers - that he was able to put all the pieces of the puzzle together and the puzzle picture became very, very clear. 

We bought my dad a puzzle once - shipped it through Amazon.  When I visited I asked if he had finished it - he said it was too hard - none of the pieces were right.  We took the puzzle out and it didn't take long to see the picture on the box was not the puzzle inside.  Once we figured that out - and got the right picture - the puzzle was a lot easier to assemble.  

How is God going to put us back together?  If you've ever done a puzzle - you know you have to turn the piece around and around - all those tabs, blanks and interjams looking for the one place they were meant to be. 
The biggest concepts from Joseph's life are pretty simple: Joseph had lots of opportunities to get ahead - but it would have cost him his soul which meant he had to learn to trust God more than he trusted himself.  While Joseph didn't know it - God was not only using him to save the people of Israel - but also the people of Egypt.  Joseph thought he knew from his dreams how things were going to turn out but he was looking at the wrong picture - all the twisting and turning was not easy - but finally the right picture came to be.  

There were times my dad would sit for an hour and only put one piece in the puzzle.  Other times he would assemble dozens.  Sometimes he would take a break for a day or two - letting the pieces rest.  If I was the puzzle - I would have wanted him working around the clock to get me put back together again.  But some things just can't be rushed.

A lot of people think the biggest lesson from the story of Joseph is forgiveness - and they might be right.  It's possible Joseph learned how to forgive before his brothers showed up - or at least thought he had.  But even Joseph didn't know how he was going to respond until his brothers actually walked into Pharaoh's courts that day.  The real lesson is while Joseph didn't know - God did - and God made sure that Joseph had every tool, every experience, every thing he needed to be who God knew he would be because it was never about the brothers - it was always about Joseph and who he was created to be. 

Jesus suggests praying for our enemy is a good first step in the process.  The Bible doesn't say that Joseph prayed for his brothers - or Potiphar's wife or those wandering Midianite salesmen - but we know he probably thought about all of them alot.  At some point - and maybe it wasn't until the brothers - including Benjamin - were all standing there in front of him - where he finally figured it out.  What's important is that he did - he didn't stop looking for the missing pieces even if it mean God had to take him to a pit, get sold to wandering Midianites, be falsely accused, get thrown in jail and have to be surrounded by cats all day.

Think of one person or a bunch you struggle with.  Take a deep breath - stop clenching your fists - settle your heart and blood pressure.  What is one thing you can pray for them?  For the moment - set aside what they did to you or who they hurt so bad that they wound up on your "definitely not a friend list."  I won't ask you to forget what they did - just set it aside.  What is one thing you know they need - one thing that might change them so they won't hurt someone else.  When you are done praying for them - say a prayer for yourself.

When we forgive someone - it doesn't make what they did right - it isn't surrendering or giving up - it's a conscious decision to get on with our life and not let them continue to hurt us any more than they have.  

Forgiveness means I am willing to try to forgive the other person for not being God - for not putting me first - for not doing things my way.  In a very real way we must learn to forgive them for not giving us the perfect fairy tale world we think we deserve.

When we start forgiving people for not being God - it might help us remember we aren't God either.  And maybe together we can learn to celebrate that we have a God - who knows where all the pieces are - including the ones that fell into the grate - and He knows how they all go together - and eventually - after a lot of twisting and turning and waiting - they will all fall perfectly into place and we will finally be what we've waited our whole life to become. 

And when that happens, God will take a picture and say, "you are exactly how I knew you would look" - in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.  
