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What is real?  That’s the question put to the Skin Horse by a Velveteen Rabbit in Margery Williams’ beautiful 1922 book.  “What is real?”  The bunny is worried about these things because all around him in playroom are these magnificent toys; toys made of materials much finer than he, toys that speak in technical terms or of tremendous feats already accomplished.  For instance there is the model boat who insists on describing his masts and riggings in words too large for the little rabbit to understand; or the jointed wooden lion who speaks of conquests that only a jointed wooden lion might know.  All around the rabbit are toys so sophisticated, so mechanically minded that he – with his velveteen fur and sawdust stuffing –feels very far from this thing called real.
And so one day, when he finds himself placed quite close to the Skin Horse, he asks, what is real.  Being the oldest and wisest toy in the playroom the Skin Horse responds, “Being real is something that happens to you.”  He tells the rabbit that one who is real will not break easily, need not be carefully kept, and will not have sharp edges.  
Joseph, the one who was given the coat of many colors, Joseph the 11th son of Jacob seems to be the very embodiment of the Skin Horse’s description of real.  Jennifer read beautifully the end of Joseph’s story as told in the 50th chapter of Genesis, but to understand how his life aligns with the Skin Horse’s words, we must consider a bit of Joseph’s earlier life.  
In the 37th chapter of Genesis little Joey has two dreams.  In the first, as he and his brothers gather wheat, his stalks of wheat stand upright and his brothers’ stalks bow down to him.  In the second dream the sun, moon and eleven stars honor him in the same way.  Well, the meaning of these dreams is not hard for Joseph’s family to gather; in both dreams those who are older, those who are in authority over Joseph, including the sun and moon – his father and mother – in humble submission bow down to him!  
As you might imagine, this does not set well with Joseph’s siblings or parents.  But it is his brothers, who, the moment an opportunity reveals itself, throw Joseph into a pit, sell him to Egyptian slave traders, and then tell their aging father that his favorite son, is dead.  As we review Joseph’s early life it is plain to see he was not carefully kept.
Fast forward to the 39th chapter of Genesis; there we learn Joseph survives his transition from the land of his Father to the land of the Pharaoh.  We hear tell that Joseph has been purchased by an Egyptian Vizier named Potiphar
 and we learn that the Lord remained with Joseph from the pit to Potiphar’s house.  Because of God’s favor Joseph grows in esteem in Potiphar’s eyes and soon is given control over the entirety of the Vizier’s household.  
But Joseph’s ordeals are not over yet.  Potiphar’s wife takes note of how handsome this young man is and tries to seduce him into her bed.  When Joseph will not give in Mrs. Potiphar cries rape and the unlucky 10th son of Jacob is thrown into jail.
  
Joseph was neither carefully kept nor did he break easily.  The Genesis story tells us he was able to endure the unfair confinement of an unjust sentence.  Even in jail God gave Joseph favor and he prayed to be set free.  
Two years into his prison sentence, Joseph is summoned by Pharaoh to interpret a dream.  Once more, by God’s grace, he finds favor with one in authority.  He deciphers Pharaoh’s dream, explaining that it warns of an oncoming famine.  Joseph advices Pharaoh how he might forestall the affects of the famine and Pharaoh, overjoyed, installs him as the second in command over all of Egypt’s land.  By God’s hand Joseph manages and maintains Egypt’s resources, sustaining the kingdom and all who inhabit it.  Yet, all around them hunger and lack prevail.
And that lack reaches all the way to Canaan where Joseph’s brothers still live.  Genesis 42 tells of Jacob’s decision to send his ten older sons to Egypt to purchase provisions for the family.  The story of their journeys and their interaction with their thought to be dead brother is too long and too glorious to tell too quickly but suffice it to say, when Joseph realizes it is his brothers who stand before him, when he realizes they do not recognize him, he sees his opportunity to settle an old score.  But just like one, according to the Skin Horse, who has become “real”, Joseph has no sharp edges for his brothers.  Instead he gathers them into one place and covers them in a loving embrace.  Instead of sharp edges Joseph saves his family and satisfies there every need.  

If, as the Skin Horse says, one who has become real need not be carefully kept, will not break easily and has no sharp edges; then Joseph seems to bear in his being the marks of one who is real.

And Jesus –  the lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world – was never carefully kept.  He traveled from place to place with no place to lay his head.
  And Immanuel – the one whose name means God with us – did not break easily; even when those closest to him deserted him.
   The one Peter heralded as the Messiah, the one we call Christ, did not wield sharp edges.  No most often
 he offered kind words, even at the moment of betrayal calling Judas Iscariot “friend”.
  Jesus and Joseph both seem to embody the Skin Horse’s requisite characteristics for one who has become real.
Now I am willing to bet, some among you think that I am now going to say next the most powerful lesson the Skin Horse teaches is that those who are real, and in our context, those who are real Christians, must behave like Joseph and Jesus; they/we may not break easily, require careful keeping or have sharp edges.
But that’s not what I am going to say.  Because even though these three characteristics are important; they are not the most vital lesson offered by the Skin Horse or embodied in the lives of Jesus or Joseph.

While it is true to not need to be carefully kept, to have strength enough to not break easily and to have edges rounded off are helpful things; if we, as Christians are most concerned with these things we will never go into the places where God’s love is most deeply needed.  If we have to be carefully kept we will never find ourselves standing with brothers and sisters on the streets of Chicago demanding that nine year olds bathing the family dog should never be subject to being shot. 

If we are prone to breaking we will not be able to comfort those who mourn; or to be peacemakers in situations of strife.  And surely if we break easily we will not be able to do as Maher and his daughter, the two in Egypt or Marzeah and Maryam, the two women being held in Tehran have done and that is to pick up a personal cross
 and follow Christ even when, especially when it is not easy.  

Though I agree, the ability to function in these ways is helpful; they are not the most important message of William’s book or Joseph’s or Jesus’ life.  No, the more powerful theme that ties the Skin Horse, Jacob’s Son and the teachings of the Son of God is this, what makes one real is the unmerited, unearned, unexpected, undeserved gracious gift of love, given with our conditions, given for free.  The Skin Horse tells the velvet-like bunny, you only become real after someone loves you; loves you not because of what you do or who you are; but loves you just because you are you!  
Oh how theologically correct are the Skin Horse’s words.   The source of Joseph’s strength, the reason he was able to blunt his edges was that the God of his elders, the God of Abraham, Isaac and his father Jacob filled and surrounded Joseph with favor, with grace, with love.
  And likewise, Jesus tells us that he is able to do all that he does because he and the Father are one and the Father, our God, is love.
  
Oh how theologically correct are the Skin Horse’s words; you and I are made real, made whole, made most perfectly who we are not because of anything we have done or can ever do.  We are made real because before the dawn of time God looked out over all creation and said, I will form a man named (name men in the congregation); I will form a woman named (name women in the congregation) and I will love them; love them not because they first loved me.  No, on the contrary, I will love them because they are made in my image and they are my very best work.  I will love them because they are mine and I have loved them from the first!
And now, beloved of God, because God has made us real, because by accepting God’s love we are given power and the ability to be God’s hands, doing the work of the Kingdom; we are given power and the ability to be God’s heart, extending love where hate once thrived; we are given power and the ability to be God’s voice, speaking for justice and righteousness.  We have the ability to take the words of our morning anthem and make them more than simple lyrics to be sung.  We, you and I, may transform those words into the meaning and purpose for our lives; Take my life and let it be consecrated Lord to thee.  Take my hands and let them move at the impulse of thy Love, at the impulse of thy love.  
This day, all who love God, all who have chosen to follow Christ, you are real; real as God’s beloved; real as God’s ambassadors, real as God’s own chosen ones.  And now, because God has equipped and formed you, I want to offer you a task, offer us an assignment.  This goes back to the sermon preached on Pentecost.  On Pentecost, I gave each who was present a little card, it asked us if we might not seek to know God’s purpose for our church and to claim and use God’s power for the common good of all humanity and the glory of God.   

I want to ask you to do three things.  First, think of a place, a person, or a situation where you feel you are able to make a positive difference.  Second, think of one thing you might do for that person, in that place  or with that situation to make that difference.  It may be to offer a prayer, it may be to make a visit, it may be to send a card.  It may be to say I am sorry, it may be to start over again and begin slowly to build trust with one another.  It may be to leave the whole thing to the hands of another.  And third, determine in your heart in the coming days that you will make one small step to make that difference.  
What does it mean to be real asked the rabbit of the old Skin Horse?  It’s something that happens to you and once you have been made real you cannot become unreal, it lasts forever.  How theologically correct are the words of the Skin Horse. God love us first.  God made us real.  Now, as we receive and accept that love, we are made ready to move and make a difference.  

I am convinced that our world tells us over and over that we are not complete, we are not worthy, we are not real.  And there may be one here today who is not sure if they are real in God’s eyes, not sure that God loves them and they have been saved and sealed by this love.  If that is you, please let me assure you that God loved you first and longs for you to know that, longs for you to accept the love made free in Christ Jesus.  If you have any doubts, I would love to talk with you, for I know, you have been made real by God.  

And for those who are sure that you have been saved and sealed by God’s love, then hear God’s call to go . . . go, not having to be carefully kept, not having sharp edges and being able to stand.  Go in the name of the one who made you real by his own ultimate and unending love.
Come Spirit come, our hearts control, our spirits long to be made whole.  Let inward love guide every deed, by this we worship and are freed.

� Genesis, Chapter 39.


� Genesis 39:11-20.


� The Biblical text tells us Jesus said, “Foxes have holes and birds have nests but the Son of man has no where to lay his head.”   See, Matthew 8:20 and Luke 9:58.


� Luke 22:54-62.


� This would be a point worth debating, for Jesus did display sharp edges from time to time.  He displayed sharp edges when berating the Pharisees (e.g., Matthew 3:7 and 16:6), the crowds (Matthew 17:17), and even the disciples (Matthew 8:26).  And one might call the prayer from the cross a sharp edge.  However, in most instances, Jesus spoke even to those caught in sin with kindness and grace.  


� Matthew 26:50.


� Compare Matthew 16:24, Mark 10:21, Luke 9:23.


� Genesis 40:21.


� Compare John, Chapter 17 and I John, Chapter 4.


� This is the final verse of our closing hymn, The Gift of Love, words and lyrics by Hal Hopson.
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