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“Bridges and Walls”  Genesis 37 
August 9, 2020 — United Church of Christ in New Brighton 
Mary Kay Sauter  
 
 A little background to this story.  It starts 
with Abraham, Sarah and Hagar.  Because Sarah 
wasn’t getting pregnant and the law at the time 
was that if your servant/slave had a child with your 
husband it was considered your child Abraham and 
Hagar had a son Ishmael from whom Islam traces 
its heritage to Abraham.  Later Sarah and Abraham 
had Isaac who married his cousin Rebekka and they 
had twin sons Jacob and Esau.  Jacob cheated Esau 
the first born, out of his inheritance, ran off to be 
with his relatives and upon meeting family fell in 
love with Rachel whom he thought he was 
marrying  only to wake up the morning after his 
wedding to discover that his bride was Leah her 
older sister and that he had to promise to work 
another 7 years for his uncle, to also be married to 
Rachel.  Leah had children, Rachel didn’t so over 
time their servant/slaves Bilhah and Zilpah had 
children with Jacob.  Later Rachel gave birth to 
Joseph and after Jacob and family returned to 
Bethel where he reconciled with Esau Rachel gave 
birth to Benjamin and died.  Jacob had twelve sons 
and one daughter that we know of—Dinah.  
Starting with today’s reading in chapter 37 and 
through the end of Genesis chapter 50 it is Joseph’s 
story.  There is much more to the stories---Genesis 
is a great read.  One of these days, when you’re 
bored and wondering what to do pick up a Bible 
and read Genesis.  R rated stories you never 
learned in Sunday School 
   Jacob, Abraham and Sarah’s grandson was 
at the center of many of these stories. Jacob was 
sneaky, passionate, tenacious, conning and cunning  
and a loving man.  As with all of us, through his 
relationships, Jacob built walls and bridges.  His 
favoritism built walls.  Walls between the mothers 
of his children ---Rachel was his favorite wife.  
Walls between his children---Joseph was his 
favorite son—given special treatment---the coat 
with long sleeves—no mention of many colors---
the long sleeves were important as a sign of 
privilege.  He couldn’t do the work the other sons 
did with the long sleeves--he didn’t have to work 
like the others. 

Not only didn’t he have to work but he 
tattled on his half-brothers—Zilpah and Bilhah’s 
children.  Walls.  Then Joseph had two dreams all 
implying that he would be greater than his 
brothers—which of course he told them in great 
detail.  More walls. 

One day Jacob sent Joseph to see what his 
brothers were doing.  They were out working—
pasturing the sheep.  They saw him coming from 
afar and before he got to them, they plotted his 
death----seems a bit extreme to me.  Not a trick, or 
a joke, but his death.  More walls.   

Reuben, the oldest brother, urged them not 
to kill Joseph, but to just throw him in the pit.  His 
plan was to come back and rescue Joseph.  (Spoken 
like a true oldest child and sounds like Reuben was 
more into bridges than walls.    

Old walls enter the story for it is Ishmaelites 
and Midianites who get involved in the story.  
Ishmaelites, descendants of Abraham and Hagar 
and Midianites, descendants of Abraham and 
Keturah—Abrahams wife after Sarah died with 
whom he had six sons---one was Midian.  Another 
wall---Abraham gave everything he had to Isaac 
some gifts to his other sons whom he sent away so 
that they wouldn’t bother Isaac.   Joseph is sold to 
and carried off to Egypt by the Ishmaelites and the 
Midianites people who were both family and 
enemy.  More walls.   

When Reuben returned and found Joseph 
was gone, he was beside himself—very distressed 
and at this point the lies began.  They took Joseph’s 
coat, dipped in goat’s blood, to Jacob and let him 
draw his own conclusions---his favorite son is dead.  
Jacob grieved and grieved and though his sons and 
daughters tried to be of help, he was inconsolable. 

Walls and more walls.  Greed, favoritism, 
jealousy, self-centeredness, misunderstandings, 
hatred, revenge, differences that are understood to 
be bad all build walls in our relationships with each 
other.  Walls hurt our relationships with each other 
and with God.  Walls hurt, break, damage, destroy 
relationships.  Walls are barriers to sharing God’s 
love with each other. Walls are barriers that cut off 
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communication.  Walls are barriers that prevent 
healing.  Walls breed hatred and build on 
themselves—higher and higher.  Walls prevent God 
from reaching out through each of us to others.  
Walls prevent us from answering our call to 
faithfulness.  Walls prevent community from 
forming.  Walls destroy God’s creation. 

Think of our world and our enemies of 80 
years ago—The Germans and the Japanese (on 
August 6th it was the 75th anniversary of the 
atomic bombing of Hiroshima Japan).  PBS news 
carried a story about Lesley Blume who has written 
a book “Fallout” about John Hersey who wrote a 
New Yorker article a year after the bombing in 
which he follows the lives of six people who 
survived Hiroshima, the impact it had on their lives. 
It is thought that the writing of Hersey’s articles 
and books have helped prevent more atomic wars 
because it showed real people.  Bridges built.    

So much better than the experience I had 
several years ago at an American Legion where 
there was a German folk Band that played at the 
Memorial Day festivities.   I didn’t even think of the 
significance, but one man I know wouldn’t attend 
because they were German and he had fought in 
World War II.   I recently met a couple and 
discovered that her parents were terribly 
distressed—she was attending a Protestant church 
rather than a Catholic church---though some might 
be equally upset if it had been the other way 
around, but what really upset them was that she 
had married an Indigenous man. Walls built. 

The walls that surround us---the walls that 
imprison us---the walls that separate us from each 
other are amazing.  Like the people who beat up 
Imam Mohamed Mukhtar late Thursday night a 
leader of the Dar Al-Farooq Islamic Center in 
Bloomington who was on his way to pray.  
Religious, political, gender, age, race, gender 
preference, class all walls that can so easily 
separate us and in the process, people are hurt 
even killed, like George Floyd and the onset of the 
pandemic where we now have always maskers, 
never maskers; everything should open now---
nothing should be open yet—churches, stores, 
schools theaters.   

Are there any peaceful places in the world 
where bridges are built rather than walls?  There 

are organizations that are bridge-building 
organizations.  Physicians without Borders, Habitat 
for Humanity, Bread for the World, Heifer 
International, many of the United Nations 
departments UNICEF etc., the Peace Corps, and in 
parts of the world the UN soldiers. 

These bridge building organizations are 
made up of individuals each in their own way 
intent on building bridges and that’s where bridges 
are built—one on one in relationships.   And they 
are built across our differences. 

In a science fiction book, which was 
required reading for a seminary class, two very 
different worlds came together.  One of the main 
characters realizes that literal bridges that needed 
to be built between their worlds would not be built 
by their commonalties, but rather through their 
differences.  That’s such a great metaphor for our 
world today.   

I wish I had a magic wand the whole world 
was truly at peace—no walls.  But there are no 
easy answers for bridge building.  I do know that it 
happens in unexpected moments as we live and 
choose whether we are wall builders or bridge 
builders.  I learn from all kinds of people, but I must 
say that I have learned the most from people who 
are different from me.  Conversations with Black, 
Hispanic, Asian, Indigenous people or reading 
books on racism has shown me my white 
privilege—just as one example.    Children, I learn 
so much from children—they have such wisdom, 
such insights, my granddaughters we never know 
where are conversations are going, but always so 
rich.  We have the most to learn from each other 
through our differences.  We have the most to give 
each other through our differences.  The most to 
celebrate.  And probably the least understood.  
Bridge building 

What can we do?  We can learn more about 
the people in other parts of the world.  A study 
group to look at world religions.  A study group to 
look at world events and learn the history and the 
stories of the people involved.   Read and join a 
study group on racism.  SoJO is planning one.  
Learn more about where the masks are going---
AVIVO—they work with homeless and those with 
mental health issues—the KAREN people---from 
Myanmar who have settled in St. Paul with Ler 
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Htoo the first Karen police officer in the United 
State sworn into the St. Paul Police Department in 
2014. Or the Ralph Reader Food Shelf where masks 
are now included in with the food distribution.   Be 
in conversation with Joe Crowe about Faith in 
Minnesota and with Kwame Reed about the Public 
Safety issue.  We learn from people like Jarvis 
Martin, the man on death row mentioned in the 
Children’s Time, the small boy, also mentioned 
taking care of stray dogs at a Humane Society and 
of course people like John Lewis and many more.  
All Bridge Builders 

At home we can learn new processes for 
dealing with family dynamics.  We can listen to 
each other—really listen—not mentally getting our 
arguments ready---but really listen to what the 
other person is saying.   Just listen and when it 
seems like they are finished ask if they have 
anything else, they’d like to say---often it’s the 
most important part of the conversation and when 
they are done say thank you.  Often before you say 
thank you, they start arguing the your side of the 
issue or they’re going to ask for your opinion.  We 
can learn healthy ways of dealing with conflict---for 
it will always be around us.   

God’s work is done across bridges---walls 
are barriers to God’s work being done---God’s work 
of sharing God’s healing love with a world that has 
far too many walls.  Help God tear down those 
walls and build bridges.  Bridges of love and trust 
that can change the world. 

Some of you may know the song—You Can 
Build A Bridge.  The chorus goes like this: 

 
You can build a wall, or you can build a 

bridge, it all depends on the love you give.  If you 
build a wall your world is small, but a bridge of love 
can conquer all.*  Amen 

 
*“You Can Build a Bridge” Words and Music by 
Gary S. Paxton; arr by John Coates, Jr. 
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