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Selections from Joseph and the Way of Forgiveness: A Biblical Tale Retold 

by Stephen Mitchell 
 

In Prison  
(p. 135-136; based on Genesis 39:20-23, 41:1) 

 
Two more years went by. At first Joseph hoped, though he knew better. Then he set hope aside, like a tool 
that has served its purpose and is no longer needed. 
 
He didn't suffer at all during these two years. On the contrary, he enjoyed the simplicity of prison life. He 
needed nothing more than a desk and books and the sunlight that streamed through the cell's one window. 
Prison food was plain but hearty—bread, cheese, eggs, fish or fowl twice a week, sautéed vegetables, a mug of 
beer. And since the warden trusted him, he was allowed to move about freely, supervising projects, keeping 
the prison accounts, studying the Egyptian classics, and occasionally reading aloud to the soldiers on the 
prison staff from one of the famous manuals of moral instruction or from the great temple hymns, which in 
their exalted sense of the divine sometimes echoed his great-grandfather's sense of God. His favorite manual 
was The Maxims of Ptabhatep, with its clear, sensitive, practical advice: “Live in peace with what you have, 
and whatever else the gods give you will come on its own.” “If the one who listens listens fully, he becomes 
the one who understands.” And this one, which turned out to be prophetic for Joseph: “A woman with a 
happy heart brings happiness to all around her.” He would recite these passages to the soldiers, one maxim at 
a time, and allow his audience five minutes of silence to find specific examples in their lives of where the 
maxim was, or might be, true. For some of the men, this exercise was illuminating. 
 
Once a week the warden would invite him to his office for a couple of beers and a game of what we might call 
chess. The talk was very personal on the warden's part. He told Joseph about his wife, who was ill with some 
kind of women's disease, about the two sons he was so proud of, who were doing well in their studies for the 
civil service exams, and about the many problems and frustrations of his job. Joseph was reticent but 
convivial. Since he was a good listener, it always seemed that he contributed equally to the conversations. And 
though Joseph invariably won the game, the warden would pat him on the back afterward and say how 
refreshed he felt from their time together. 
 
One day flowed into the next. It was all very pleasant, but Joseph knew that it was just an interlude. God, in 
His infinitely subtle wisdom, was pausing. He was thinking about His next move. He was holding Joseph 
between two fingertips as He scanned the squares of the world. 
  



 
The Summons  

(p. 146-147; based on Genesis 41:14) 
 
The papyrus scroll was tied with a golden ribbon and sealed in purple wax with the imperial scarab. The 
warden brought it to Joseph, then discreetly withdrew. (He also left a fresh white robe of the highest-quality 
linen and a pair of expensive sandals.) 
 
Joseph opened the scroll. The message was written in the hieratic script, with black and red ink. He was to 
appear before Pharaoh in two hours. 
 
Ah. So the chief butler had mentioned him at last. 
 
The summons must have something to do with dreams; that is what the butler would have reported. Pharaoh 
must have had an important dream, and Joseph was being called on to interpret it. He didn't know how he 
would do this, but he knew that he could. 
 
He lathered his face and skull, stropped his razor, and looked into the small chipped mirror that hung above 
the washbasin. The eyes that looked back at him shone with excitement. 
 
But beneath the excitement, he could feel a deep calm. Don't expect Pharaoh to acknowledge you. As the 
thought surfaced into consciousness, he smiled. Was it a warning? A superstitious charm against 
disappointment? Or was it itself a recognition of the futility of trying to force the present into one of a trillion 
possible futures, none of which can be judged in advance? 
 
The razor glided down his cheek, and he could feel the momentary resistance of the stubble, then the letting 
go. Where the blade had cut a swath through the white lather, the skin was as smooth as a baby's. 
 


