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Greetings, Adult Class and anyone who wishes to join in on the “discussion.” I hope that we are all doing well. Below are combined 
notes that I prepared for the  September 20 class. As members know, in class I would convert a number of the statements in the notes 
into questions for class discussion. I guess these notes should best be understood as points that I would hope to raise in discussion. I 
would welcome any response, or as I asked at the beginning of each class during my teaching days at Centre, “Questions, comments, 
arguments?”   
 
The scripture selection is Genesis 42. The key verse is Genesis 42: 22: “Then Reuben answered them, 
‘Did I not tell you not to wrong the boy? But you would not listen. So now there comes a reckoning for 
his blood.’” Joseph’s brothers, except for the youngest, Benjamin, have come to Egypt to buy grain, as 
they were ordered by their father Jacob. They take their request to Pharaoh’s top assistant, not 
recognizing him as Joseph. Joseph, however, recognizes his brothers and puts them through a test of 
integrity. Accusing them of being spies, he imprisons them for three days. He releases them except for 
holding Simeon hostage, gives them grain to take back to Canaan, and surreptitiously has their money 
put into their sacks of grain. The test of their being honest men and not spies will be their returning 
with the youngest brother, Benjamin.The brothers lament among themselves that their sin against 
Joseph two decades earlier is now bringing retribution upon them, not realizing that Joseph, who had 
spoken with them through an interpreter, understands what they are saying. Joseph turns away from 
them and weeps.  
 
The lesson writer argues that because Joseph had compassion for his brothers, he sought justice rather 
than vengeance. Joseph wanted his brothers to “sweat a little, but nothing harsher,” unless they failed to 
return to Egypt, Benjamin with them. He wanted them to regret and wish for reconciliation. (I think 
that perhaps he also recalled his two dreams and relished the prospect of the penultimate lording-over). 
The lesson writer discusses how ancient Jewish law limited, or tempered, the blood vengeance tradition 
of the ancient Near East. Although Numbers prescribes retaliation for a wrong committed against a 
family member, this honor vengeance was tempered early in Israel's history by the establishment of 
“sanctuary cities” where one who harmed another could ask for safety until the matter could be 
investigated and perhaps resolved without bloodshed. The “eye for an eye, tooth for a tooth,” statute in 
Exodus, he says, was intended in Jewish law to limit the vengeance taken for an injury -- “only an eye 
for an eye and not a death for an eye.” Jesus challenged this earlier tradition, instructing us to love our 
enemies.  (Matthew 5: 38-45).  
 
The lesson writer points out that Joseph’s compassion made him seek reconciliation rather than 
revenge. He implies, I think, that Jewish law made reconciliation more possible than would be the case 
under other Near Eastern civilizations’ blood revenge traditions. Agreeing, I would posit that both 
reconciliation and the nature of ancient Jewish law and religious practices reveal the character of God 
and how God acts in history through humans to achieve his intentions for his Creation. 
 
A few years ago, I wrote a Session devotional in which I argued that Jewish law -- the Ten 
Commandments, the 630 laws in the Pentateuch considered to have been given by Moses from God -- 
was in many ways unique, indicating God’s acting in history to create a nation of community and 
justice. I based that paper on an article on Jewish Law in the Oxford Companion to the Bible that, for 
me, demonstrated how ancient Jewish Law differed from the law of other civilizations of the time in 
two central ways:  (1) the source of the law and (2) the valuation of human life. Because of the 
founding traditions of the Covenant between God and Abraham and his descendants, Jewish law was 
believed to be from God. Abraham was to be righteous and faithful and to worship the one true God. 



This was a God who walked with man, guiding, teaching faithfulness, showing compassion. The 
tradition was that the founding law of the nation was given at Sinai by God through Moses. I believe 
that this, with a nod to Robert Frost, “has made all the difference.” The law is from God.  God is 
compassionate. Therefore, the law is compassionate. The purposes of law are stability of society and 
equity, I believe. So, as Douglas Knight and Amy-Jill Levine describe eloquently in The Meaning of 
the Bible: What the Jewish Scriptures and the Christian Old Testament Can Teach Us, the law 
develops by trial and error, first by village councils with ultimate appeal to the priests and later by 
government officials. It is written down beginning with the monarchy in about 900 BC and most fully 
in the Exilic period of the sixth and fifth centuries BC. That law had as its referent and basis, not edicts 
of an Eastern potentate wielding unlimited power, but rather the ancient Jews’ understanding of God 
and his will as expressed in the Covenant.    
 
The Creation story taught that God made man in his image and desired man to be his companion. 
Consequently, Jewish law focused on justice to man, who was created in the image of God, whereas 
other nations’ law focused on property and stability. In the Babylonian Code of Hammurabi, theft was 
punishable by death. In Jewish law, only crimes that diminished man or the family, such as murder, 
dishonoring one’s parents, or adultery were punishable by death (although the latter two were rarely, if 
ever, punished by death). Because its law was inspired by the tradition of the Covenant between God 
the Creator and Israel, this backwater nation developed social mores and laws ordering them that 
tempered the blood code of ancient civilizations (and still found in parts of today’s world) to value 
human life over vengeance, as the lesson writer noted, and also that emphasized community more than 
any other nations’ mores and laws. Jewish law intended to ensure that every family would have 
sufficient land for its sustenance. Thus, even if a poor man had to sell his land, the buyer was to return 
it (with complicated but fair financial settlement) at the end of seven years. Jewish law also required a 
landowner to leave ten percent of his harvest in the field so the poor could gather the remainder and 
have food. Every fifty years, all who had become enslaved to pay off debts were to be freed. Levirate 
marriage law required a man to marry the widow of his brother to ensure that she and her children 
would be provided for.  
 
Of course, these enlightened laws were not always honored. Many of them were probably statements of 
the ideal rather than of fact. The Prophets decried the lip service paid to the law, insisting that God 
required the law to be written on the heart (Jeremiah), and for man to live the law by doing justice and 
loving mercy (Micah). Jesus insisted that he came “not to abolish the Law or the Prophets (but) to 
fulfill them.”  
 
The prayer in the lesson is: “Lord of all the worlds that are, grant us wisdom and perspective as we 
reflect on the difficulties that we and others face this day. Assure us by your presence that there is good 
to be found and done when we look carefully at our situations. Amen.”  Let us, especially in these 
difficult times, employ the lens of compassion that God inspires and has enshrined in the Judaeo-
Christian culture to discern in our situations opportunities to do good and to act on them.    


