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Today we meet the third generation of the founders of the faith; Abraham’s grandsons, Esau and  Jacob. It is a fast paced story, as opposed to the last two weeks where moments were given paragraphs. Today years whip by in the matter of verses. Abraham has died by now, and Isaac is the ruling patriarch of the clan. The problem is, there is no clan. History repeats itself, as he and Rebecca have been married 20 years, but have no children. 

And so Isaac, as a true son of Abraham, turns to God in prayer, asking for the promise to be made real in a son of their own. Lo and behold, Rebecca eventually finds herself pregnant, but its not the beach vacation she had imagined. In fact, her pregnancy is so very difficult, that she, too, turns to God for solace and council. And God sends her an amazing message; yes indeed, this pregnancy is difficult. But not because of any of the usual reasons, but because two children reside in your womb, and they don’t quite get along. In fact they are not just two children, they are the fathers of two nations that will descend from them. And those nations, just like the two they come from, will not get along. This is just the beginning, God says, of life long rivalry of individuals as well as nations. And there’s one more thing God adds. Both as individuals and as nations, it is the younger, the weaker, the last one, who will come out on top. He will rule over the first born. 

And of course, when the boy twins are born, the struggle between them is apparent. The first born, the eldest, emerges with the grasp of the second born tight on his heel. The contest is on. We hear about how differently these two grow up; one is an outdoorsman, a Subaru kind of guy. He hunts and fishes and loves any physical challenge he can find. The other is quiet, the introvert, the stay-at-home-and-ponder type. And the parents split in their devotions, Dad identifying with the older hunter, Mom with the younger reader. By the time they are adults, the differences between them are palpable. The jock and the nerd.

And that is when it gets rather interesting. We hear today how Jacob finagles Esau’s birthrights away from him for the price of a dish of beef stew. As the youngest son, Jacob would sit in a rather pitiful position. The oldest received a double share of inheritance, was assured a place at the top in the family business, and eventually the seat as the family patriarch. All of this waited for Esau once Isaac died. But Jacob? Well, as the younger, he did not have much security. And so he uses his wit and his cunning to upset the balance, to assure himself of the place in the family that rightfully belonged to Esau. 

But lest we fault Jacob too quickly, Esau played his own role in this reversal of fortunes. He willingly agreed to Jacob’s deal. He was dismissive of his birthright gifts, toying and playing with them all for the sake of his hungry belly. Did he really know what he was doing? Was it more a case of two teenage boys standing at the refrigerator, arguing over the last piece of pizza? Was Esau fooling around, or was he truly playing fast and free with his inheritance? Who knows? Was this innocent banter and barter on Esau’s part? What we can be pretty sure of is that Jacob was serious, dead serious. 

A few chapters down the road, Jacob will once and for all secure this blessing that is meant for Esau. On Isaac’s deathbed, Rebecca and Jacob will conspire to “steal” the blessing that a dying patriarch bestows on his firstborn. In an elaborate and humorous tale, Rebecca helps Jacob dress up like Esau and get to Isaac before Esau can. It is a disturbing story, in that Jacob’s intentional theft and repeated lies to his father get him exactly what he wants. Unlike today’s story, where Esau seems to play his own part in freely giving up his position, at the end of Isaac’s life, Esau is bereft and furious when he finds out that HIS blessing has been bestowed upon Jacob. He swears that once his father has died, he will gain revenge on Jacob by killing him. He has been cheated out of what was rightfully his. Learning of his threat, Jacob leaves their home and heads off in hiding to protect his life. 

All of these events will be important as we listen to the next few weeks’ stories and wrestle with what to make of them. Jacob is a complex character; often not too likable. Esau comes across as a simpleton who has little regard or respect for tradition or family. The ancient ears that heard these stories would have found Esau’s behavior as despicable as Jacob’s. One does not toss aside family or position as he seems to do in today’s tale. 

And then we have Rebecca. She is clearly a strong woman who will do what needs to be done in her eyes. It is important to remember in the stories that depict the interactions of the brothers, that they do not seem to know about God’s revelation to their mother before they were born. But Rebecca plays a formative role in God’s plans, one might argue more formative than Isaac. 

And so we have one of the most dysfunctional families of all time. Parents who are not on the same page with each regarding their children. Siblings who struggle and fight continually, even into adulthood. Children who pit one parent against the other. Parents who use children against each other. Kids who lie to their parents, even when the questions are straightforward. Brothers who play tricks on each other, constantly wrestling for the top dog spot. What are we to make of all this?

Well, I guess the first thing is that these are real people. You have to hand it to the biblical writers, there is no cleaning up the mess here, no shoving skeletons into closets, no sweeping the family secrets under the carpet. No, instead, all of these folks are laid out plain and bare for all the world to see. And it really isn’t too pretty. It is a family filled with the motto ‘do as I say not as I do’. Isaac seems remote and disengaged from the promises God made to his father. Rebecca seems intent on “helping” God see to it that her favorite winds up the winner. Esau is more interested in his own likes and pursuits. Jacob is conniving as well as tied to his mother’s apron strings. These people are us! Somewhere in the midst of all these characters, I dare say we can see ourselves. 

And God uses all these people; ALL of them! From Esau, will come the nation of Edom. From Jacob will come the nation of Israel. From Rebecca comes the portrait of a woman who was not written out of the story because of her gender. From Isaac comes the prayer and the trust in the promises made to his father. All of these folks advance God’s purposes. There are not a lot of admirable qualities to these characters, and yet God does not give up….on them or on God’s plans. 

I think these stories of Jacob and Esau and their families help us understand that humanity has always struggled with God and God’s promises. Is it that Rebecca cannot really trust God to make good on the vision God shared with her in her pregnancy? Or does God actually need Rebecca to step in with such underhanded deeds to keep God’s plan moving? It can be tricky to see what is really going on. Are we co conspirators with God, or are we God’s obstacles, or are we both? Is Jacob helping with some divine plan, or is he just a jealous little brother who won’t go away? 

Well, part of the benefit of these stories comes from stepping back and taking them in as a whole. In other words, what is the over arching theology from Genesis, not just this story we heard this morning, or last week, nor next week? When we do that, when we look with a wide angle lens, some things begin to pop out at us. It is like going to the impressionist gallery at the Art Institute. Stand up close to Monet’s Water Lily series or Seurat’s Sunday Afternoon and all you see is a confusing mash of colors or dots. But step back, keep stepping back, and a beautiful and cohesive picture begins to emerge. The same is true for Genesis. 
When we step back and take all these stories together as a united whole, we begin to see a beautiful story. A story that says God has a plan and that plan will not be thwarted. A story that says we are part of that plan; warts and all. Our shortcomings, our flaws, our cracks and our weaknesses are not dismissed by God, but used by God for God’s purposed. Stepping back we see as story that says God loves the world AND us, despite our humanity. The story says that God wants to be in relationship with us; that God desires we be part of God’s story. 

Take another step back and we see that God’s ways are very different than our ways. We see that God values the underdog, that God works in the reversals of stories. As humans, we may construct societies and systems that favor the first born, or the strongest, or the one with the most toys. But a broad view of Genesis tells a story that God flips all those ideas on their head. Did you know there is not one story in Genesis where the oldest ends up on top? No, Isaac receives the inheritance promise, not Ishmael. Jacob, not Esau. Joseph not the older brothers. Genesis tells us loud and clear that being number one in this world doesn’t mean a whole heck of a lot to God.

As we continue to step farther back, we see that God’s mercy is poured out upon us regardless of our actions. God promises Abraham descendants, land, and blessings before Abraham has done anything to earn any of that. God tells Rebecca that Jacob will be the father of the promise before Jacob has even been born and able to do one thing to earn that. Despite what all these people do, God continues to favor them with love and grace. What this tells us is that God’s mercy reveals itself in the most unexpected ways in the most unexpected places.

So what do we learn from all of this? We learn to be patient. God’s plans can take decades, or even generations to be birthed. We learn to hold our judgement on God’s ways. We learn that none of us is perfect, but that God uses all of us anyway. We learn that these stories are not excuses to misbehave or lie or cheat or steal, but that when we do act in those ways, God can still reach us, God can still work with us and through us, all is not lost. What we learn once again is that, indeed, their stories ARE our stories. Amen. 
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