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There’s a new religion in town, and it’s sweeping the nation.  By many accounts it’s the dominant faith in our country, even if you’ve never heard of it before.  It’s called Moralistic Therapeutic Deism, and it was first defined by the National Study of Youth and Religion, a study of over 3,000 American teenagers in 2005; you can read about it in the book Soul Searching: The Religious and Spiritual Lives of American Teenagers.  
Moralistic Therapeutic Deism is so named because it is exactly that.  It is moralistic – you do good things because it’s the right thing to do.  It’s therapeutic – god exists to be nice when things are bad and give you good things.  And its deistic.  Deism is, by definition, the general principle that while a god might indeed exist, that god doesn’t much care what you do or have any effect on the world.  God only really intervenes in our lives when something goes wrong.  And that’s really it.  Be nice, be happy, and somewhere out there is a god who might give you a warm fuzzy when you’re going through a tough time.  

If the creed of Moralistic Therapeutic Deism sounds familiar to you, it’s probably because it’s everywhere.  It is every religion and no religion all in one.  It is a benign, non-committal way to talk about God without actually being involved with God.  But Moralistic Therapeutic Deism is not the faith we proclaim.  It’s not the faith our young people will affirm today.  It’s not the God we know and claim, the one revealed to us in our scriptures, the one we know and see working in our lives in good times and hard times.  It is a weak faith to gloss over tough times.

In contrast, listen to the story we hear today about the way God works in explicit ways in explicit lives.  Our reading from Genesis lands us in the middle of the story of Joseph, of Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat fame.  Let me help you get to know Joseph a little better.  Joseph is the great-grandson of Abraham and Sarah, whose story we heard last week.  The promise that God made to Abraham and Sarah to make them a great nation has continued to develop through the generations.  Isaac, the promised son who brought laughter to Sarah, had two sons of his own.  One of Isaac’s sons, Jacob – who is, incidentally, kind of a shady character – has managed to have 12 sons and one daughter of his own, ultimately producing the shape of the great nation God promised to Abraham and his descendents.


Joseph, one of Jacob’s younger sons, is the apple of his daddy’s eye.  Joseph is handsome, wise, and talented.  In fact, he has the gift of prophetic dreams and the ability to interpret dreams.  He’s also a bit of a tattle-tale and an upstart, which makes him remarkably unpopular with his brothers.  He’s so unpopular, in fact, that his brothers attack him, strip him, throw him into a pit, sell him into slavery, and tell their father that he’s dead.  Sibling rivalry is profoundly Biblical.


So now Joseph, in spite of his great talents and privileged status, is a slave in a foreign country.  Throughout this tragedy and trial, God continues to be with Joseph.  God makes him so successful that his slavemaster, Potiphar, puts him in charge of everything.  Joseph’s strong faith in God, which inspires him to be loyal even to a slaveowner, allows him to resist the temptation of an attractive older woman.  Even though it would’ve been easier to give in to her, Joseph knows that God wants him to do more than feel good and be happy – he’s called to true integrity of actions.  And so Joseph continues to be honest and do his job well, even as his boss’s wife constantly tries to seduce him.  Ultimately, she gets vindictive, and frames him for the very thing he refused to do.


And yet, God is with him.  In fact, in this chapter of Genesis, it mentions five times that God is explicitly with Joseph and working in his life.  There isn’t a good thing that Joseph does that isn’t directly related to God’s action.  It is God helps him interpret dreams, God who blesses the work of his hands, God who helps protect him in prison.  Remarkably, God is even blessing Joseph when he’s in some pretty miserable circumstances – namely, abandoned by his family, enslaved in a foreign country, and unjustly condemned to prison.  This isn’t a God who’s far off, uninvolved, leaving Joseph to himself to figure out how to be nice and do good.  This is a God who guides actions, inspires talents, and changes history.

In fact, God is so involved in Joseph’s life that he eventually gets Joseph out of prison and into the service of Pharaoh.  Joseph’s wisdom and prophecy – all gifts from God and guided by faith – gives Egypt stores of extra food in a time of famine.  This food feeds not only all of Egypt, but other countries as well.  Eventually, Joseph’s own brothers come to him, begging for food, never recognizing that it is the brother they left for dead.  Joseph reconciles with them, feeds them, and gives them a home with him in Egypt.  God’s promises to Abraham and his offspring are kept alive, and through the actions of his chosen people, the whole world is blessed.


This is a God who acts directly in the world.  This is a God who works in each of us, guiding and shaping the outcomes of history.  This is a God who blesses in hard times and challenges in good times.  This is a God who expects more than just morals, but demands a completely other way of life.  Following this God, the God active throughout history, the God revealed to us in scripture, the God of Abraham and Joseph and you and me means being involved daily with the God who is daily involved with us.  

If a firm faith is what gets us through tough times, how do we build that firm faith, the one to which God truly calls us?  Take a look at the flap inside your bulletin where there are questions printed.  I challenge you to answer those questions for yourself – we’ll print new ones each week – to talk about them with your family and friends, put them at your desk at work, whatever it takes.  (That’s right, confirmands, you’re not done with sermon notes yet!)  But look especially at the one that asks you where you need the most work: in worship, prayer, service, learning, or giving.  These are the building blocks of faith, the walk of real discipleship, which build a firm foundation for us.  We are called to give constant attention to regular worship, diligent prayer, loving service, challenging learning, and generous giving.  It helps us learn more about the God who is active in our lives every day, how we can better love God and our neighbor, and how we can boldly proclaim what God has done for God’s people throughout history, so that everyone can hear God’s promises for life, hope, and love.  This is more than Moralistic Therapeutic Deism.  This is real, firm faith – the faith we build in our young people, the faith our confirmands have been learning and studying, and will affirm today.

When we are supported by these building blocks, our faith is foundational.  We cannot but know God as more than just a divine therapist.  We see God blessing us, calling us, defending us, and challenging us every day of our lives, just as God was active and present in Joseph’s life no matter what.  This is the God we know.  This is the faith we affirm.  For the witness of Joseph, who shows us that our God is living and real, involved in the big and small things of life, who builds a firm faith in us to sustain tough times, thanks be to God.
