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Early study for Joseph Greeting his Brethren by Pier Francesco Mola
Pen and brown ink, brown wash, over black and red chalk
British Museum
 
A fresco in the Gallery of the Quirinale Palace, c. 1656
Rome, Italy

 Joseph is seen greeting his brother Benjamin, with all but one of the other brothers in 
line behind waiting their turn. The composition hinges on the impact of Joseph’s revelation of 
his identity to his brothers: the conflicting emotions of surprise, guilt, and pleasure are repre-
sented. They had sold him into slavery, now he was the powerful man of Egypt. 
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Texts: Genesis 45:1-15 • Psalm 133 • Romans 11:1-2a, 29-32 • Matthew 14:(10-
20) 21-28

Genesis 45:1-15
Then Joseph could no longer control himself before all those who stood by him, and he 

cried out, “Send everyone away from me.”
So no one stayed with him when Joseph made himself known to his brothers. And he 

wept so loudly that the Egyptians heard it, and the household of Pharaoh heard it. 
Joseph said to his brothers, “I am Joseph. Is my father still alive?”
But his brothers could not answer him, so dismayed were they at his presence.
Then Joseph said to his brothers, “Come closer to me.”
And they came closer. 
He said, “I am your brother Joseph, whom you sold into Egypt. And now do not be 

distressed, or angry with yourselves, because you sold me here; for God sent me before you to 
preserve life. For the famine has been in the land these two years; and there are five more years 
in which there will be neither ploughing nor harvest. God sent me before you to preserve for 
you a remnant on earth, and to keep alive for you many survivors. So it was not you who sent 
me here, but God; he has made me a father to Pharaoh, and lord of all his house and ruler over 
all the land of Egypt. 

“Hurry and go up to my father and say to him, ‘Thus says your son Joseph, God has 
made me lord of all Egypt; come down to me, do not delay. You shall settle in the land of Gosh-
en, and you shall be near me, you and your children and your children’s children, as well as your 

Mola (1612-1666) pictures Joseph as an older, bearded man, leaning forward in a man-
ner resembling that of the welcoming father in the Return of the Prodigal Son. The building and 
arches are a deliberate reference to a classical tradition of history painting.

 The Quirinale Palace, an historic building in Rome, is one of the three current official 
residences of the President of the Italian Republic. Pope Alexander VII (1655-67) initiated a cycle 
of frescoes representing scenes from the Old and New Testaments in the Gallery of the Quirinal 
Palace. Mola’s prestige resulted in his obtaining the commission for the fresco at one end of 
the Gallery. It received favorable critical acclaim from his contemporaries, with his biographer 
considering it among the painter’s best works. An Italian painter of the High Baroque, he made 
an unusually large number of surviving preparatory drawings for the fresco.

— Curated by Norman Mahan
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flocks, your herds, and all that you have. I will provide for you there — since there are five more 
years of famine to come — so that you and your household, and all that you have, will not come 
to poverty.’

“And now your eyes and the eyes of my brother Benjamin see that it is my own mouth 
that speaks to you. You must tell my father how greatly I am honoured in Egypt, and all that you 
have seen. Hurry and bring my father down here.”

Then he fell upon his brother Benjamin’s neck and wept, while Benjamin wept upon his 
neck. And he kissed all his brothers and wept upon them; and after that his brothers talked with 
him.

Psalm 133
How very good and pleasant it is
   when kindred live together in unity! 
It is like the precious oil on the head,
   running down upon the beard,
on the beard of Aaron,
   running down over the collar of his robes. 
It is like the dew of Hermon,
   which falls on the mountains of Zion.
For there the Lord ordained his blessing,
   life for evermore.

Romans 11:1-2a, 29-32
I ask, then, has God rejected his people? 
By no means! 
I myself am an Israelite, a descendant of Abraham, a member of the tribe of Benjamin. 

God has not rejected his people whom he foreknew. 
Do you not know what the scripture says of Elijah, how he pleads with God against Is-

rael? for the gifts and the calling of God are irrevocable. 
Just as you were once disobedient to God but have now received mercy because of their 

disobedience, so they have now been disobedient in order that, by the mercy shown to you, 
they too may now receive mercy. 

For God has imprisoned all in disobedience so that he may be merciful to all.
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Matthew 14:(10-20) 21-28
...he sent and had John beheaded in the prison. The head was brought on a platter and 

given to the girl, who brought it to her mother. His disciples came and took the body and buried 
it; then they went and told Jesus.

 Now when Jesus heard this, he withdrew from there in a boat to a deserted place by 
himself. But when the crowds heard it, they followed him on foot from the towns. When he 
went ashore, he saw a great crowd; and he had compassion for them and cured their sick. 

When it was evening, the disciples came to him and said, “This is a deserted place, and 
the hour is now late; send the crowds away so that they may go into the villages and buy food 
for themselves.”

Jesus said to them, “They need not go away; you give them something to eat.”
They replied, “We have nothing here but five loaves and two fish.”
And he said, “Bring them here to me.”
Then he ordered the crowds to sit down on the grass. Taking the five loaves and the two 

fish, he looked up to heaven, and blessed and broke the loaves, and gave them to the disciples, 
and the disciples gave them to the crowds. And all ate and were filled; and they took up what 
was left over of the broken pieces, twelve baskets full. And those who ate were about five thou-
sand men, besides women and children.

 Immediately he made the disciples get into the boat and go on ahead to the other side, 
while he dismissed the crowds. And after he had dismissed the crowds, he went up the moun-
tain by himself to pray. When evening came, he was there alone, but by this time the boat, bat-
tered by the waves, was far from the land, for the wind was against them. 

And early in the morning he came walking towards them on the lake. But when the dis-
ciples saw him walking on the lake, they were terrified, saying, “It is a ghost!”

And they cried out in fear. But immediately Jesus spoke to them and said, “Take heart, it 
is I; do not be afraid.”

 Peter answered him, “Lord, if it is you, command me to come to you on the water.”


