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INTRODUCTION

As places of punishment, prisons are designed to limit the mobility, ability, and often humanity of
the people who are imprisoned. The goal is to punish crime and isolate those who are considered
a threat to others. But for many in the African American community, prison is simply the place
of cheap or free labor. Prison keeps from view people whom society has deemed unacceptable.
Most of those serving time today are imprisoned for non-violent offenses. Why?

Global economies were built on the backs of slaves, and in America, the products planted and
cultivated by slaves were the economic foundation of this nation. In 1865, the 13th Amendment
made slavery or involuntary servitude a crime, except for criminals. This amendment was the
platform that supported institutionalized incarceration. White supremacist violence was un-
leashed on the newly freed slaves. Black men were arrested for “crimes” such as walking on the
wrong side of the street, for allegedly looking at a white woman, or for saying anything that was
considered to be unwelcome or offensive. By the thousands, ex-slaves were rounded up and sent
to work in the fields in chain gangs without any attempt to validate the frivolous charges against
them.

Once again, African American history is a parallel of the Joseph narrative. He, too, was falsely
accused. This handsome young man landed in prison when a woman took vengeance on him.
But prison was also the place of his prosperity. How could a man prosper in the midst of a prison?
Let’s find out by exploring our text and our context today...

SERMON POINTS

SLIDE #4 — The Plight of Prejudice, Predicament, Prosperity
SLIDE #5 — The Prejudice

1. PLIGHT OF PREJUDICE

Joseph worked as an enslaved person in the house of Potiphar, one of the officers of Pharaoh. He
was dedicated and efficient, and Potiphar increasingly gave him more responsibility. It is amazing
that Joseph had an attitude of excellence toward his work, which gave him access to resources
while at the same time, work kept him alive. It is not lost on history that Joseph functioned as
many enslaved Africans did. They also did their best work in order to stay alive and to protect
their families.

Joseph was not only proficient; he was also handsome. Pharaoh'’s wife wanted him for herself. She
wanted him as a sexual object, not as an equal. Joseph would not compromise his relationship with
God, so he denied her and then tried to distance himself. When he refused her advances, she made
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herself look like the victim instead of the villain. She called the police...called the servants and said
a Black man...a Hebrew man tried to rape her. He went from being Joseph the man she wanted to
THAT Hebrew who tried to harm her. The accusations alone led to his false imprisonment. There
was no trial because a woman of social significance cannot tell a lie, just as slaves and former
slaves had no rights that their masters respected. This pattern, the desire, the disdain, the avoid-
ance, the refusal to compromise, the criminalization of agency, and of course the imprisonment is
all too common and familiar in the black community. But the story doesn’t end there.

PREDICAMENT — 13th Amendment doesn'’t abolish slavery, creates slav-
ery by incarceration — SLIDE #6

* There were Chain gangs and prison lease program — SLIDE #7 “Criminal Children”
* You are a target — “Who am | to be black, talented, & . . . “strong and handsome?”

2. PREDICAMENT

SLIDE #8 — “Hello, 911? “That Hebrew'...”
SLIDE #9 — Scripture

Genesis 39:16-19 (KJV) “And she laid up his garment by her, until his lord came home. 17 And
she spake unto him according to these words, saying, The Hebrew servant, which thou hast
brought unto us, came in unto me to mock me: 18 And it came to pass, as | lifted up my voice
and cried, that he left his garment with me, and fled out. 19 And it came to pass, when his mas-
ter heard the words of his wife, which she spake unto him, saying, After this manner did thy
servant to me; that his wrath was kindled.” (For further reference please read the NLT)

Joseph is imprisoned for a crime he did not commit. His offense against this woman was treat-
ed as a crime against the Pharaoh of Egypt. Similarly, the crimes of Africans in America against
socially powerful Americans have often been treated as federal crimes or as crimes against the
United States itself. But the foundation of the U. S., its Constitution, began with the devaluation of
black bodies. The political value of African slaves was only 3/5 of a person until the 13th Amend-
ment. Until then, African men, women, and children were used as free labor without qualification,
a reality that persists to this day. Slavery is still perpetuated because of free prison labor. Orange
is truly the new black because the term, prisoner instead of African, became the code for bondage
and servitude. Three-strikes, stop and frisk, and other inhumane practices were convenient ways
of depriving Black men of their rights. Today, there are more African American men incarcerated
than there were African slaves in the 1850s according to Ava DuVernay in her documentary, 13th.
In a system that was built to value our labor more than our humanity, it takes structural, legal,

cultural, and spiritual change to truly end state-sanctioned slavery.

3. PROSPERITY

SLIDE #10 — Scripture

Genesis 39: 1 (KJV) “And Joseph was brought down to Egypt; and Potiphar,
an officer of Pharaoh, captain of the guard, an Egyptian, bought him of the
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hands of the Ishmeelites, which had brought him down thither."(For further ref-
erence please read the NLT)

Joseph continued to prosper even in the prison because the Lord favored him. The warden of
the prison placed Joseph in charge of all of his fellow prisoners and in charge of the affairs of
the prison itself. The prison prospered because Joseph was in power. The Lord is able to make
rivers in the wilderness, fields in the desert, and highlands in the valleys! If He can alter nature
itself to conform to His will, surely He can bring prosperity through the most dire circumstanc-
es. This was certainly the case for the United States. Despite the great sin of slavery, the nation
prospered. The economy of the United States for its first 100 years was built on the institution of
slavery. And the Africans in America were able to prosper as God made a way out of no way for
generations. Despite enslavement, not only did Africans become business owners, landowners,
and political influencers, but they also built many institutions that are still present in our nation.
Public Education was a successor of African American education post-slavery. African Ameri-
cans fought for Civil Rights legislation, which impacted all Americans. Modern agricultural tech-
niques, inventions, and communication models have their roots in African American ingenuity.
But unfortunately, African Americans have not been the major beneficiaries of these systems.
Pharaoh prospered because Joseph prospered. Joseph prospered because the Lord prospered
him. The Lord is present with those who seek Him even to this day, regardless of their situation;
God can bring redemption, even in the prison.

THAT'LL PREACH

The great mystery of the Gospel of Jesus Christ is the foolish glory of the Cross! Paul spends
many chapters of his epistles in 1 Corinthians, Romans, and Galatians trying to explain the power
and unexpectedness of the cross as the site of God’s glory. It seemed completely ridiculous that
the Lord would choose to use the place of death as the way to redeem all of creation. How could
a public humiliation of the Messiah produce glory of the Master of Heaven and Earth? Jesus
faced imprisonment for a crime He did not commit. He was innocent and his accusers brought
false accusations against Him. But he was not sent to prison. He was sentenced to death for a
crime against the Roman Empire. And yet even in His death, God gave all who would believe in
Him victory over death itself.

CONCLUSION

For many people of color, imprisonment begins with an injustice. Whether unjust circumstances
drove some to make bad choices or prison resulted from false accusations, or a system simply
imprisoned Black men and women for free labor, there is a lot of injustice in our justice system. We
must recommit ourselves to support prison reform even though the Lord is able to be with prison-
ers in prison. The Lord was taken prisoner unjustly Himself when Jesus went to the cross to die
for our sins. If you, or a family member, are facing injustice, Jesus is your Advocate! He is with you!

SLIDE #11 — Scripture

Psalm 105:17 (KJV) “He sent a man before them, even Joseph, who was sold for a servant.”
(For further reference please read the NIV)
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