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Here Comes this Dreamer: Reading Joseph the 

Slave in Multicultural and Interfaith Contexts

Carole R. Fontaine
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Honorable Panelists and Esteemed Audience,

As is customary in public arenas, a woman—even a reputed “expert” at something—must always begin her remarks with some kind of apology (I don’t note this as a prescription, but simply a form critical description derived from long experience). I am here, drafted by Professor Brenner, not because I have the latest news on the Joseph Story nor the caravan trades conducted by Semites in the Nile Delta  in the 15th Egyptian Dynasty (those pesky Hyksos, notable for their place in older attempts at historical readings of the Joseph Novella)
. I am not here because I have had some great insight on when we might conceivably date this piece in Genesis, such that we could logically project some sense of what may have mattered to its authors and first audiences in their own times and places.
I am here because I have been trying out a hermeneutical method, drawing upon many of the insights of our guild about the ethics of reading (and here, we must nod at Daniel for laying it all out so nicely—not that I don’t have quibbles to quibble, but those come later!). My husband first named my method “lunching around with strange scholars”—from a husband’s point of view, a much better thing than “sleeping around”—but I like to name it “Reading in Company,”
 and I choose my company very carefully these days, for reasons I shall name. Simply put, my most potent experiences of Bible have come since I moved into the area of “contextual interpretations,” seeking modern contexts where the Bible might actually make some practical difference for the good.
Since 1999, I have worked in Human Rights issues, mainly on the problems of violence against women in Muslim communities of the Middle East and South Asia. I serve as a . . . shill? pimp? networker? for an NGO (non-governmental organization) entitled the Women’s United Nations Report Network
, for whom I manage the New England region, and all matters feminist and religious. We used to report directly through our own Special Rapporteur to the UN High Commission on Human Rights. However, most women and NGOs were excluded from having any input to the newly reconstituted Human Rights Council in Geneva, so almost all of the UN groups, bodies, and entities focused on women and children have migrated over to the policy-making side of the United Nations—in our case, the Commission on the Status of Women.
 I started in Muslim honor killings, and worked my way up to serving on the CSW’s Working Commission on Female Infanticide. I also serve as a consultant to the occasional group of Congressional functionaries attempting to “show empathy,” while simultaneously doing little. Along the way, I have become an active board member for an international charity aimed at Muslim women, founded in the United Kingdom, which has also brought me an investigation by the British Ministry of Intelligence (when we applied for charity status), a secret audit by the US IRS, a denunciation by a set of hard-line mullahs on talk radio in the USA, and listing as an enemy of the Islamic Republic of Iran.
All this for reading the Hebrew Bible, the New Testament, and Quran in a principled, self-reflective way that tries to be honest and compassionate, reading for the best instead of the worst. 
My basic hermeneutic principle is that one does no violence to text or audience, but as long as there are true forces of evil out there reading for the worst, cynically manipulating scriptures for political opportunistic goals, there is no shame in trying to call attention to a counter-reading if it be true to the text in whatever way truth and text are conceived of in the eye of the interpreter.
 Indeed, I am under direct orders from our Special Rapporteur to use every form of moral persuasion and expertise at my disposal
 as an expert to challenge oppressive, intolerant, exclusive, restrictive readings. I try to do my best, but sometimes I find that puts me in direct violation of some of our guild’s most cherished rules for reading, even in such generous company as contextual critics!

In particular, as I call out the groups I “read around” with—HR organizers, government and agency policy-makers and aid workers, as well as Muslim women’s groups—I breach Patte’s most basic principle in the Global Bible Commentary
, and not just because I am stand with brown people inside the ring of police dogs, men in black, security operatives and what-not (not usually the social location of the biblical liberation traditions of interpretation). But because I am a woman, I have come to understand that, in much of the world, I am considered less than a person, less than rational, less than able, and that sadly, in Human Rights work, physical protection must wrap any woman ‘round like a shador should she dare to speak truth as she knows it! Yet, I have learned much: the dogs are friendly and no threat to those they protect; the security people not only check the bathroom stall for bombs, they will also hold your purse and hand you toilet paper, if need be. And from time to time, what I do seems to make a difference.
Aside from the discord of being part of a trophy “minority”—religious scholars who will speak up—my sense of discontinuity is not simply at the discovery that being a biblical theologian is enough to get you many death threats, if you do it properly. Rather, I read with groups who, unlike my Christian seminarians, really don’t have much stake in the outcome. Quite frankly, they WANT me to read “for” them, or “to them,” not read “with them,”
 as my groups are hard beset in myriad ways . . . a bit like Joseph. Theologically, I am their foreign Dream Master: the secular Human Rights movement is largely disgusted by religion and suspicious of it—and who is to blame them? Yet, I dream that one day aid and rescue workers with supplies could partner with in-country religious groups that know how and to whom to distribute the aid. A simple dream, one would think, but as hard to achieve as family harmony in the tents of Jacob! Add in the mixture of the secular European context (where many of my Muslim women wind up), and I am often astonished that they even listen to me at all! The HR side of my reading community is gratified and shocked if I can give them anything useful whatsoever, so low is their expectation of members of the religious guilds of scholars or believers. When I read for them and return my results, they are relieved, and (so they say) edified by what I have given them, without their having to wade through the things which are anathema to them and constant irritants as they try to get their work done in the world. After a speech at the House of Lords, I was astonished when the indefatigable 83-year old retired parliamentarian who sponsors our little foundation began her yearly report of 2007 with a quote from the Hebrew Bible (“when vision is lacking, the people perish!”).
 To my knowledge, that has never happened before.

On the Muslim side of the equation, things are quite different—but no less weird—for the biblical scholar. Here, we have not a clash of civilizations but a clash of ignorances, as Harvard University scholar Ali Asani likes to put it. Muslims not only don’t know Christian or Jewish scriptures; they do not know their own (though they think very highly of it, by nature of their socialization). Any readings I bring them of anything are welcomed like manna from Heaven: the Queen of Sheba?
 Sure! David and music?
 Why not? Leviticus?
 Bring it on! Jesus?
 Well, of course! Quran—well, I think they are taking it very well, frankly, as I only do what a person with first-year Arabic, a specialization in Quran during Ph.D. work in a Western department of religion, and a whole lot of thinking about interpretation and method in Hebrew Bible would do. But as you are doubtless aware, Muslim feminists have been so excluded from the study of sacred texts, by design and by the nature of the Quran’s original language, that a helpful sister from the other side of the aisle, saying, “You know, we tried that argument, and here’s how it turned out” is, they tell me, “help from afar” which Allah sends, just when things look the worst.
So here I am presenting you with the result of reading Joseph as the trafficked slave for my two distinct groups: first, vulnerable Iranian refugees sitting in horrific danger in a refugee camp for protected persons in Iraq
, along with the students I mentor in Mosul and Cairo, and the friends—Shia and Sunni—whose daily lives are shared with me in so many generous ways. Likewise, I read Joseph the Food Aid Worker for my secular H.R. defenders and policy makers: the baronesses (3), first ladies (2), presidents of exile communities (1), lawyers (too many to count), filmmakers, writers, prisoners, and others, all bonded together by their dedication and determination to leave a better world for their daughters and sons. I am not reading for Hyksos scholars, biblicists, bishops, or believers of the normal sort, but rather for those who stand outside the kinds of communities doing the reading in the Global Bible Commentary or in most of our daily encounters. Like Joseph, I recognize that my own origins are in the ever-present slaveries imposed by imperialism, racism, and sexism: I grew up next to trafficked Haitian girls working in the sex trade, regularly ignored (except for denunciations of the girls) by all the believing communities of my home region. That experience in childhood and my work now have shaped how I stand in these multicultural ‘foreign courts’, sharing my texts and daring to dream of them that they might lead to a world better fed, and less violent than the one we have now. 
Dreaming of Joseph: From Survivor to Slave to Savior (Whose?)
After all these disclaimers, my actual contextual interpretation is pretty cut-and-dried, and not all that far removed from what one might get from any alert biblicist: in one young person, Joseph, we have at least two tales (and probably plenty more). Our hero is a survivor of human trafficking who becomes a successful state food aid distributor, who then himself colludes to enslave people in their own lands in return for the bread he has stored up with God’s help. Can the modern trade of trafficking shed any light on the shadows lying beneath the cloaks of many colors that interest scholars in Joseph? Joseph’s story is often called out as an example of slave trade or human trafficking in the Bible, along with Jdg 5:30, 2 Kgs 4:1, and Rev 18:11-13.
 
Our hero is a younger son, disadvantaged by that and by his father’s special recognition of him as a son of the favorite dead wife so long barren: it is the younger Joseph who checks up on his brother and tattles to the father when necessary, a reversal of expected order in the patriarchal family. According to some scholars, Joseph can be conceived of as a cipher for the standard dying-and-rising gods celebrated in the Akitu New Year festival.
 Joseph loses his clothes, descends, and is resurrected in a new status—repeatedly. 
But there is more from the underlying ancient cultural context of the Joseph Story than that: we have a bundle of mythic or folktale elements in the Joseph Story, sprinkled throughout the work: the portents and the dreams that come true, the mistaken identities, the magic cup hidden in the sack, reversals of fortune, difficult tasks and solutions, and of course, a personal favorite, the folklore motif K2111
. This is the so-called ‘Spurned Seductress’ who tries to set up the poor, innocent, comely, and moral male youth who refuses her advances. The occasion of all these traditional elements in the telling of Joseph’s story should tell us that this narrative is not quite the historical document scholars once made of it. If anything, it sounds like a propaganda tool or docudrama that whitewashes the experience of captivity for a much later audience with a simple message: don’t ask about the mechanisms of your oppression (you may one day engage in them!); just keep being a good believer and things will be fine. Sometime. Somehow. Strange messages get transmitted with myth, and tales are elevated to the level of history or “court wisdom.”
 Notice how the individual hero is allowed to succeed (with attendant notice of how well it went for the population in general with him in charge), but the mechanisms of his low estate are not challenged or changed; indeed, by the end of his story, he has become the slaver, and all this is somehow part of God’s plan! We are, of course, glad that all involved survived the famine, due to Joseph’s ability to interpret and act; but wouldn’t we be happier and better served if the text proposed some strategy other than “wait for God to fix it”? Perhaps a bit of that may be supplied by reading Joseph through contemporary categories we might assign to his circumstances: Joseph is a story of human trafficking, and it is NOT irrelevant to the modern world, no matter how the narrator tried to pretty up the story by assigning the actual trafficking to foreigners and providing us with a happy ending! The narrative of Joseph the Successful Food Aid Worker also has a point to make for people in similar settings in the here and now.
Human Trafficking then and now
For those of you who follow such statistics, you will know already that international organizations and monitoring bodies tell us that, currently, there are more slaves on planet Earth than there ever were during antiquity (Rome) or the slave-owning era in Russia or the United States: the UN Office of Drugs and Crime concludes that 2.5 million persons every year are trafficked.
 Modern groups find a key methodological issue in determining the differences between “smuggling” and “human trafficking” and you will find this amply covered in documents from the Human Smuggling and Trafficking Center, formed by section 7202 of the U.S. Intelligence and Reform and Terrorism Prevention Act of 2004.
 For our purposes, the elements of smuggling and transnational terrorism will not be discussed here, due to time limits. Just for reference, one can, of course, be a smuggled person who is trafficked, but one can also be trafficked in one’s own society without having to cross any borders. Interesting as well is the fact that terrorism has now made this a national problem (whereas before it may have been one of personal morality or border enforcement), but no government department calculates in their measures the terror of the person trafficked. The Egypt of the Hyksos and later periods certainly worried about their borders and controlled them zealously, but in order to control profits from trade and collect “protection” money from caravans, merchants, and travelers—not because of some feared terrorist threat. Generally, we see grain, wine, and oil moving into the Delta from the southern Levant, and grain and incense moving from Arabia and Egypt north up into the Delta, but no clear estimation can be found of the amount of slave traffic which might have been taking place.
 We must assume that armies bring the prisoners of war back to their home base, while target populations are recruited in some less violent way. In fact, archaeology is clear in painting a portrait of increased southern Levantine population migration into the Eastern Delta of the Nile starting in the 12th and 13th Dynasties, some probably brought as war captives and others recruited as mercenaries, seamen, shipbuilders, craftsmen, as well as transhumant nomads following their yearly range.

The trafficking story almost always includes the key components of fraud and deception, coercion, threats, force, and greed. It is bound up with identifiable human rights abuses such as debt bondage, deprivation of liberty, lack of control over personal freedom and labor, sexual torture, and so on.
 Do we see these in Genesis? We do. 
The origins of trafficking are directly linked in many societies to poverty, birth rate, and cultural preference for boy children
, but one must identify which aspect correlates to which group engaged in the trafficking: the traffickee, the family of the traffickee, the traffickers, the buyers, and the eventual society in which the trafficked person will be held captive. There is usually plenty of guilt to go around, and not much salvation. Poverty is usually the reason given for a family’s decision to sell off an “extra” female child who, due to preference for boys, is considered only a burden to her family, a financial investment from which some other family will benefit when she eventually becomes their sexual property. However, boys are trafficked, too, as manual laborers, sex workers, beggars, and—in the modern Middle Eastern scenario—as camel jockeys.
 Many families in the developing world, but even in Europe and elsewhere after the breakup of the Soviet Union, do not know that they are selling or giving their children to traffickers. They often believe they are sending the child off to school, in some fashion, or to a decently paying, honest job. And if these were the true destinations for the unwanted child who burdens the family’s budget, who could blame the family for trying to do its best by everyone with only limited means at their disposal? Tragically, however, these are NOT the real destinations of trafficked children and, indeed, it is terrible to report that sexual or physical enslavement are not even the worst things that happen to trafficked children, especially females. Fraud, practiced by the traffickers on the family or by the family on the traffickee, is one of the hallmarks of the trafficking operation, and we see it in spades in the text in Genesis. 
When we look at the family context of Joseph, we see that the story is inverted from the modern reality in a number of ways, whether fraudulently or not. Jealousies among the siblings and the favoritism of the father pave the way for the brothers’ fraud perpetrated upon their father and the traffickers who believe the brothers must have a right to sell their sibling—but these brothers are so venomous, they even try to defraud each other! Reuben attempts a good trick within a bad trick: instead of killing him outright, he proposes that Joseph be thrown into a pit, thinking that he will rescue him later.
 However, Judah sees a prime opening: why just kill the troublesome youth, when one could sell him for a profit, and defraud the father with the bloodied gift that inspired the jealousy!
 Luckily for everyone but Joseph and Jacob, a caravan apparently operating in the slave trade appears at the very moment it is needed, though there is considerable confusion over exactly which groups of foreign evil-doers is to be blamed for the actual acts. In these early episodes, greed or poverty may be at work but we certainly see fraud in the brothers’ dealings all around, and use of force to deprive Joseph of clothing and freedom of movement. I’m sure there is theft in there, too, as Joseph did not belong to his brothers’ households, such that they might legitimately sell him; that would have been Jacob’s prerogative.
Yet, notice that unlike a modern trafficking story, we have no overt hint in this family of any financial motives that might explain the sale of a child, unless we take it from the peculiar interruption of Joseph’s story by the one of Judah and Tamar in Gen 38. Joseph’s plight results from nothing but malice, plain and simple, our story suggests. . . but one wonders how accurate that may be, given the overwhelming evidence of the role of poverty in sales of children for exploitation. We will learn later that Joseph is quite a pretty boy
—everyone in Egypt thinks so, and it is no little part of his servile charm, apparently! I cannot help thinking that Joseph’s splendid appearance as a youth makes him a very attractive purchase, sure to turn a good price for that special kind of master who enjoys male beauty. Perhaps Judah’s fiscal plans are a foreshadowing of the new family financial pressures that will be caused by the taking of a new wife, and the arrival of Tamar’s twins in Gen 38.
 We never hear WHO receives the payment for the sale of Joseph, or how it was shared out—if it was—among the perpetrators. Someone has made out on this deal, and it’s certainly not Joseph or Jacob! The text’s secrecy on this issue fits the modern profile: traffickers are careful to guard their secrets, and too often, families join in the game, as we see in Genesis. 
The Bible seems to reference the shameful underbelly of shared guilt in the trafficking story in its confusion about exactly who bought and traded Joseph. Sometimes, it is the wicked Ishmaelites
 who see their chance to make a quick and easy “buy”
; elsewhere it is the Midianites, who are responsible, or perhaps both. As far as my research went into this, we cannot say if we have here a doublet, a confusion of an earlier entity with a later one, or some other dislocation of the text with respect to identity of traffickers; we may simply say that it is always more convenient to ascribe the evil deeds to foreigners just passing through—they are not there to defend themselves against such accusations. Is it not a little fishy that Jacob’s good ‘ole boys just happen to look up and see a caravan of slavers right when they need them . . . or did someone know that such caravans usually passed that way, all the better to make a quick shekel on a sale?

Whether Midianites or Ishmaelites are the perpetrators, it is natural enough to suspect that all caravans in import-export trade might also include children and adult slaves on their way to market or sent in tribute—another form of trafficking coercion (accept it for the good of the state or your family’s lineage!). Certainly, we see such possibilities in the tomb paintings from Beni Hassan
, showing us a donkey caravan arriving with tribute for Egypt, including donkeys, musicians, small children, and perhaps others. However, I was shocked to see how little the particulars of the slave trade in biblical times figure in the standard discussion of Joseph’s plight, or in slavery in general in the Bible. You will find more scholarly interests in the equid burials in Canaanite-influenced Hyksos’ levels at Avaris than any outrage on behalf of the murdered servant girls, ages 12 to 17, also placed in the ground as tribute to their masters in death and a sign that their servitude will never end!
 I take it as heartening that the Hebrew Bible is the only text that I know of from the ancient Near East that actually prescribes compensation and freedom to slaves who have been permanently injured by violence by masters or others, and that slaves in one’s own ethnic group, at least, are not to be returned to their foreign masters.
 But the Bible does not touch slavery as a concept, and I always marvel at conservative white believers who yearn to be God’s slave, and keep murmuring “Master, master!” as they go about their business as free persons. Let them query the great-grandchildren of slaves, or visit an I.C.E.
 Detention Facility for rescued traffickees before they unleash such piety on the rest of us. 

In fact, the Bible simply doesn’t have much to offer those enslaved ones who have little reason to conclude that “the Lord is with them.” It’s nice, of course, that one can be just as good and worthy a Christian as one’s master, according to the NT, but nicer still would be a clear and effective statement on this abiding evil of societies that treat the poor as disposable, and children as property and prey. When I talk to survivors, I make much of the Decalogue’s law, “You shall not steal” in its relationship to a parallel verse in the Covenant Code as Exod 21:16, “Whoever steals a person, whether sold or found with him, shall be put to death,” but it isn’t exactly the same as being the outright command, coded right into our dearly-held religious morality.

Joseph in Egypt: 
The trouble that Joseph encounters in Potiphar’s house tells us textually, however, that the modern story of the sexual exploitation of the trafficked teenager may not be absent from Joseph’s real experience as a trafficked slave of unusual beauty. First of all, as a trafficked resident of Egypt, Joseph has before him in every public building or elite household decoration a blatant portrait of how Egypt feels about the Other: the smiting of the foreign enemy (often labeled as the “wretched Asiatic enemy”—another translation for the Egyptian for “Hyksos”) figures from the Early Dynastic Period down to the end of the days of late antiquity.
 He knows his status as an “Other”: any dispute or failure to please will leave him bound for the pit, just as his trafficking journey began. Next, one might be forgiven for suspecting that the brothers had a little more degradation in mind for Joseph than just an afternoon in a pit followed by simple slavery. The public stripping away of his special clothes signifies what his eager masters may do in private: make him into a female! What excellent revenge for being Daddy’s pet! What IS unusual is that Joseph is male, not female, but we are put in mind of Esther, coerced one way or another, into a foreign harem where only her beauty
 qualifies her for any kind of life at all in a world where her ethnicity puts her at risk. Everyone likes a pretty slave, and modest, docile ones—well, the God of the Masters is certainly with them! 
From modern documentation, we know how heart-rending is the futile hope of the trafficked slave: that some master, user, customer, pimp, or government agent will end their spiral into despair by finding them especially attractive or useful and making them into an ‘exclusive’ property to be guarded from abuse by others. A ring on the finger in the form of a legitimate marriage into a single household is the ultimate prize for the earnest female sex worker, or sometimes the escape is made through rising through the ranks of the exploited to serve as an overseer and manager of other newly-trafficked victims. Both happen in Genesis; Joseph gains a high-ranking protector who gives him a ring when he is ‘adopted’ into Pharaoh’s household as an honored member, and his later career as Food Aid Worker gives him power over others who then become slaves in return for food aid.

We know how the trafficking story ends in modern times: given the prevalence of STDs in the populations of sex workers, most of whom are trafficked, the tale is a brief one: most children and adults only live about four years once taken into the trafficking trade.
 In Dubai, it is customary to simply dump the dead bodies of used-up child sex workers from Iran into any cargo hold of a flight into Tehran—no muss, no fuss, no papers needed. Joseph’s personal commitment to the smooth running of Potiphar’s affairs, along with his proud statement of his master’s trust and favor, suggests that a bit of the master-savior, Stockholm Syndrome mentality is at work in the teen’s desire to please his master (Joseph will show similar fidelity to his masters in prison and to Pharaoh at court). 
Things are relatively decent for the young slave in Potiphar’s house, at least at first. Like so many trapped in the trafficking world, he becomes the object of sexual coercion, and later fraudulent testimony by the lady of the house—whom some have suggested may have envied Potiphar’s preference for Joseph over his own wife.
 Similar to modern stories, such threats as acted upon by Mrs. Potiphar show how precarious is the position of the trafficked slave: in any legal dispute, it is unlikely that the slave will be the winner.
 Joseph is again consigned to a pit, only to be delivered yet again by his dream expertise. However, Joseph’s story varies from the other ANE examples of K2111: only in Genesis does the issue of ethnicity come into play; only here does the wife escape punishment (as far as we know), and the accused youngster come out relatively unscathed. All these may be attributed to the fact that K2111 is only a plot entanglement designed to move our hero along to his final destination at court; in other myths, it is much more of a complete episode whose end is itself, although the Egyptian version does use the complication to move the hero into the forests of the Levant to await yet more female treachery.

It is a point of honor to read this story all the way through, I think. I would love to tell it the Bible’s way, with a big emphasis on God’s care for the trafficked child, the starving people, and even the miserable brothers when they repent. “Hooray for the Egyptians!,” we might say: eventually, Joseph’s excellent abilities are seen and acknowledged by them and make him highest in the land, except for Pharaoh. Or, we might note that it is always useful to have an expendable foreigner do the dirty work: like Jews collecting medieval taxes so their Christian employers could stay pure in their own eyes, Pharaoh gives Joseph the tough job of overseeing the collection of grain and its later disposition during the famine (were we aware that food would be returned at a price to those who grew it?). If things go well, Pharaoh can take credit for his wise choice of a factotum; if they go badly, well . . . it was only a Hebrew slave, after all, and if an angry mob destroys him . . . it is no great loss, and Pharaoh can remain beneficent in the eyes of his people.
Maybe Joseph’s later behavior in his successful food aid project betrays a knowledge on his part that he is being used as a front-man for the unpleasant choices the Egyptian leaders do not want to be seen as making themselves. Or perhaps, as suggested in the names of his children, he accepts that he is socially dead to his father’s house and is eager to serve his new lineage in Pharaoh’s court in the land that has treated him well.
 Joseph enriches himself and the Pharaoh of Egypt, or at least claims some sort of fitting reversal to his story of servitude—so the text implies—in enslaving the people in their own land. We did not hear in the beginning that the grain stored up from surplus was to be sold to the very people from whom it was taken, once the famine took hold. When their money is gone, they offer themselves as slaves for the grain rations which were taken from them in the first place, while Jacob’s household, under Joseph’s protection, is living large in the eastern Delta! In the end, all Joseph’s dreams come true: all those who betrayed him now bow down before him, the Big Sheaf. At the same time, the House of Israel’s dreams of survival of the famine become a nightmare: generations later, they will find themselves enslaved in the same system of servitude that Joseph devised. I say to my governmental friends and aid agency workers, based on this text: Beware of unintended consequences! The final exegesis of your wonderful development plans, drawn up for the good, may someday have evil outcomes, despite your best efforts! This is no reason to refrain from doing good, but it is a good reason to remember to pay attention to the details and the future, and place means of oversight and reform into every scheme of food aid. One must always follow the money.

Does a contemporary reading for my non-Christian communities, then, get us anywhere? From modern stories of trafficking I am suspicious of the Genesis happy ending, even though it has downside which will become evident in another epoch. My reasons are all too personal for looking askance at the happy reunion: I personally do not want to believe that Joseph’s experience of slavery left him so willing to engage in the trade himself as a successful adult. I would prefer to think that much of Joseph’s experience of being trafficked has been hidden from us for reasons of theology, ideology, or embarrassment, but that its deep wounds—along with those received at the hands of his brothers—account for his later descent into administrative slave-holding.
We have seen that the trafficking story is a complex one, a guilty and shameful one, and found many coherences and suggestive interpretations by reading the modern and ancient stories together. The modern story attends more closely to the ambivalent outcomes for the trafficked persons, enlarging the narrative to include “prevention, protection, recovery, rehabilitation, reintegration, return, repatriation, and prosecution of traffickers,”
 and with more time, we could delineate these elements within Genesis as well. I would place Joseph’s complex machinations with his brothers over Benjamin as a set of tests which will are designed to reveal the brothers’ rehabilitation.  And it would be good to keep reading these ugly stories with the world’s children in mind—Others in the world outside biblical scholarship or believing communities are watching as we read, and wonder what we will do. Writes one couple interacting with church networks and government agencies working on trafficking in Asia:

Churches are the single largest untapped resource in the fight against child exploitation. They are present in every country of the world and have a mandate to protect and advocate for the abused. Even governmental and secular agencies are crying out for the Church to help.

My dream is less abstruse and personal than Joseph’s, although I too have forgotten all the misery of my father’s house in my new territory. I dream that one day, the Church and all other religious bodies might become part of the solution instead of part of the problem, and that many might be freed and fed without a concomitant enslavement as the price of  their deliverance.
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