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“How to Deal with Imperfect People, Including Ourselves” 

Text: Genesis 37:1-4, 12-28 

 

There is an old story about two neighbors who were often at odds with one another.  It seemed 

they liked to get under one another’s skin.  They would often sit on their front porches to begin 

the day with a cup of coffee.  At some point the woman would lift her coffee cup and proclaim 

loud enough for her neighbor to hear it, “The Lord has made another beautiful day!”  She did this 

knowing that it would bother her neighbor who was a proud atheist.  He would often respond, 

loudly enough for her to hear, “There is no God.” 

 

But there came a period where the woman was not on her front porch for several mornings.  The 

old man inquired and found that she was sick.  Despite their differences, he wanted to do the 

right thing, so he went to the grocery store and bought her some foods that she might enjoy.  He 

threw in some tissues and medicines from the pharmacy and then took the bags to her home.  Not 

wanting to make a big deal of his kindness, he set the bags by the door, rang her doorbell and ran 

back to his own home.   

 

The woman opened her door to find the bags and was moved to tears.  She lifted her hands 

skyward and proclaimed, “In my time of need, God has provided.” 

 

The neighbor couldn’t contain himself and responded, “Those groceries are not from God.  I 

heard you were sick and I bought them myself.” 

 

Hearing this the woman replied, “Imagine that.  In my time of need, God has provided these 

groceries and he made the devil pay for them.” 

 

I’m not siding with the woman in this story, but I do know that God works through some of the 

most unlikely of folks.  That could be a whole category of biblical stories: The unlikely people 

God works through.  There would be a chapter devoted to Moses, who doubted that he was up to 

the task of leading the Hebrew people.  There would be a chapter on the unnamed Samaritan 

woman at the well who shared the good news with all her community.  There would be chapters 

devoted to doubters and deniers, the hesitant, the seemingly unqualified, the persons who were 

overlooked and underappreciated.  God worked through each and every one of them to bring 

about something remarkable. 

 

And let’s pause here to ask the question.  Did God only do that thousands of years ago or might 

it still be happening today?  Is it possible that God is working through very ordinary people to do 

extraordinary things?  When we have all levels of doubts and question our own abilities, is it 



possible that God is working through each of us to convey a message of love and hope to the 

world?  If it worked in biblical times, why wouldn’t God continue doing it today? 

 

We don’t like to talk about our imperfections, our doubts, our insecurities.  I thought it was 

appropriate and moving that former first lady, Michelle Obama mentioned this week that the 

pandemic had caused her to experience a low grade depression.  When we share our struggles, I 

don’t think it diminishes us, I think it makes us more relatable.  These recent months have been 

very difficult for everyone and isn’t it refreshing to hear someone to normalize those struggles. 

 

Sometimes it is the fear of how others will perceive us that gets in the way of admitting our 

struggles.  We feel shame and so we perceive that we have to hide our shortcomings and 

imperfections.   

 

In the movie, “Because of Winn Dixie” the lead character Opal is lonely and she prays for 

friends.  Instead of friends, what she gets is a dog named Winn Dixie.  But because of this dog, 

Opal becomes acquainted with several other lonely people in town.  She meets Otis, the 

shopkeeper at the pet store and Gloria, the African American neighbor that all the kids are afraid 

of.  But along with befriending them, she learns of their imperfections.  She is shocked to 

discover that Otis was once arrested.  And when she shares this information with Gloria, she 

learns that Gloria is an alcoholic.  As she tries to make sense out of the imperfections of these 

people she has come to admire, it is Gloria who says, “We should judge Otis by the pretty music 

that he makes and how kind he is to all them animals, because that is what we know about him 

now.”  It is a powerful moment in the movie.  The imperfections are not ignored or overlooked, 

but we don’t allow those moments to overshadow the goodness in their lives. 

 

It doesn’t mean that we continue to act in ways that hurt ourselves or others.  It doesn’t mean that 

we condone poor behavior.  A healthier approach is to work for overcoming these imperfections 

and seeking to be the best that we can be, each day. 

 

This is also at the heart of several of the prominent books about racism in our society.  We often 

think of racists as those people who tell offensive jokes, who make offensive comments based 

upon the color of one’s skin.  But this definition limits racism to the overt actions while denying 

that racism is inherent in so many aspects of our culture.  Kendi Ibram defines racism as “the 

marriage of racist policies and racist ideas that produces and normalizes racial inequalities.”  

While identifying the inequalities that are manifest in our society, it eliminates our ability to 

easily claim that racists are simply those who spout hateful comments.  What this means is that 

those who make the statement that they are not racist, still benefit from the inequalities of a racist 

society.  Therefore, our task is not to see ourselves as either racist or not racist.  Our task is to see 

the ongoing inequalities and declare ourselves either racist or anti-racist, meaning that we work 

to change a broken system.   

 

This, I believe is the delight of a merciful God who desires that all are loved and treated equally.  

God works through each of us, even in our imperfections, to bring about that beloved community 

which Jesus proclaimed. 

 



All of that leads us to today’s reading from Genesis.  Like many of the great stories of the Old 

Testament, this reading can stand independently, but it is best understood in the context of what 

came before and what will follow. 

 

This is the story of Joseph being sold into slavery.  But it will be helpful to know a bit about the 

participants in this story.  There is Jacob, the father.  Jacob is the son of Joseph, the brother of 

Esau.  Jacob was described as a gentle soul, a kind person…that is until it came to his own 

brother.  He tricked his father into giving him the blessing that was intended for his brother and 

therefore had to flee from his home.  It took many years before the brothers were reconciled.   

 

Jacob had twelve sons, the youngest being Joseph.  And as you will recall in the popular musical, 

Joseph was his favorite.  As you might imagine, this favoritism did not sit well with the other 

brothers.  It was worsened by the fact that Joseph liked to point out that he was his father’s 

favorite.  At times while the other brothers are working, Joseph tends to flit from place to place 

doing as he pleases.   

 

And while we don’t get a lot of detail about these other brothers, one of them, Reuben, seems to 

have a soft heart.  When the other brothers are jealous of Joseph and want to kill him, he 

suggests that they throw him in a hole in the ground.  The Bible tells us that he intended to come 

back later to rescue him.  Maybe he was planning to give him a strong talking to about his 

attitude at that time, but Reuben’s heart was in the right place.  Don’t kill him, but let’s teach him 

a lesson.   

 

The other brother who is prominent in this story is Judah.  Seeing a group of traveling 

Ishmaelites he suggests that they should sell their brother rather than killing him.  And so they 

did.  For twenty pieces of silver, they were relieved of their brother and he was not physically 

harmed. 

 

This is one of the things I love about the Bible.  These are very real people to me.  I know these 

people.  They are just like folks I know, including myself.  They are good, faithful, thoughtful 

people.  And they can be mean, jealous, conniving, spiteful, greedy.  They stoop to low levels of 

meanness and they rise to magnificent acts of goodness.  They are imperfect, but they are 

striving for something more. 

 

That is the best that any of us can aspire to.  We are not going to achieve perfection.  But we 

keep working.  I think Maya Angelou put it best when she said, “Do the best you can until you 

know better.  Then do better.” 

 

If we had more time, you would discover that this is exactly what happens to the imperfect 

people throughout the Bible.  Moses realizes that in spite of his struggles, he is up to the task of 

leading God’s people to the promised land.  The Samaritan woman at the well discovers that she 

is the perfect spokesperson for a message of love, acceptance and forgiveness.  Over and over 

again, the imperfect people of the scriptures discover that God has gifted them with talents they 

had downplayed or were unaware they possessed. 

 



Even in today’s reading, after much soul searching and struggles in Egypt, Joseph emerges as a 

changed man.  He rises to a position of leadership and late in the story, he is confronted with the 

opportunity to exact revenge upon his brothers.  He had not forgotten what they had done.  But 

he was a changed man.  He no longer held a grudge and had discovered that he longed for 

healing and reconciliation. He offered forgiveness not because they had changed, but because he 

had changed.   

 

If the humanity of the biblical characters is what makes them believable, then their growth and 

evolution is what makes these stories holy.  They aren’t stuck in their imperfections or 

shortcomings, their sins or mistakes of the past.  They have the ability to grow and change and 

become something more.  Their humanity makes them relatable.  Their growth makes them 

admirable. 

 

So, what do we do with the imperfect people around us?  We begin by loving them, to the best of 

our ability.  That doesn’t mean accepting or condoning bad behavior.  It means not giving up 

hope for the possibility of change.  It means creating that opportunity for change. 

 

And the same is true for the imperfect person that looks back at us in the mirror each day.  You 

are human, which means you are wonderfully made, but sometimes imperfect.  You are capable 

of the greatest of endeavors and in the next moment you can fail miserably.  It is who we are.  

But in those times of doubt and uncertainty, those moments of disappointment and 

discouragement, remember that God believes in you and there is still more of a story to be told. 


