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“Home is 

where, when 

you have to 

go, they have 

to take you 

in.”   

- Robert Frost 

 
early a hundred years 

ago, Robert Frost wrote 

the poem Death of a 

Hired Man.  It’s a story about a 

married couple, Warren and 

Mary, who operate a family 

farm.  Silas, who serves as one 

of their hired hands, works hard 

but is chronically undepend-

able.  He has the tendency to 

disappear at times when he’s 

needed most.  Silas went 

AWOL during the last haying 

season. Mary discovered Silas 

huddled against the barn door, 

tired and worn out.  He has 

come back.  But it’s the dead of 

winter during a time when farm 

hands are not really needed.   

“Silas is back,” Mary tells 

Warren, “be kind.”   

“When was I ever anything 

but kind to him?”  Warren 

insists, “But I will not take this 

fellow back.”   

Mary urges Warren to 

reconsider.  She’s clearly more 

sympathetic.  She leans forward 

and says candidly, “Warren, 

Silas has come home to die.”   

Warren wants, in this 

moment, to hold his ground yet 

he also feels a tug on his heart.  

Finally he relents and utters the 

memorable words, “Home is 

where, when you have to go, 

they have to take you in.”  

Mary concurs, adding that  

 

 

home is a place you shouldn’t 

have to deserve.     

Home is a place “where they 

have to take you in,” is one of 

Robert Frost’s enduring lines.  

My dad used to quote this verse 

often when I messed up and 

needed his forbearance.   

We’ve been telling Jacob’s 

story for the better part of three 

months now.  Jacob sought 

refuge at Uncle Laban’s home 

after inciting the wrath of his 

brother.  After 20 years, Jacob 

decides its time to go home.  

Jacob is hoping “home is the 

place where, when you have to 

go there, they have to take you 

in.”     

Jacob sets off toward home.  

His brother is approaching over 

the horizon with 400 men.  

Jacob divides his clan into four 

divisions to minimize the risk.  

He puts his servants out front 

while Rachel and Joseph bring 

up the rear.   

Jacob steps out front to face 

Esau.  This is rather 

uncharacteristic for Jacob.  On 

the previous evening, Jacob 

sent his family ahead while he 

lagged behind.  Something 

must have happened that night 

at Peniel when Jacob wrestled 

with a man.  He emerged from 

the struggle with a new limp 

and a new name, signifying his  
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Their 

embrace says 

it all.   

new identity.  In pre-Peniel 

days, Jacob was content to hide 

behind his family.  But in this 

post-Peniel moment, Jacob is 

willing to step up and face the 

consequences.  As his 

estranged brother approaches, 

Jacob bows seven times to 

express submission.   

We have come to the defin-

ing moment of this story.  Will 

Esau exercise revenge or show 

mercy?  Esau runs to his 

brother and embraces him; no 

questions asked.  Their embrace 

says it all.   

“What do we have here?” 

Esau asks as he surveys Jacob’s 

clan and considerable holdings.  

Jacob makes introductions and 

acknowledges God’s favor on 

his undeserving life.   

Esau then inquires about the 

purpose of Jacob’s lavish gifts.  

Jacob admits that he wants to 

be on his brother’s good side.  

Put another check in Jacob’s 

plus column.  In his pre-Peniel 

days, surely he would have 

dodged the question and fabri-

cated something.  Now he tells 

the truth.        

 “I have enough, my broth-

er,” Esau says, “keep what you 

have.”   

“No, I insist,” Jacob says, 

“do it for me. Accept my 

present; for seeing you is like 

seeing the face of God.”  You 

may recall from last Sunday 

Jacob called the place of his 

wrestling Peniel, meaning face 

of God.  At Peniel, Jacob saw 

God face to face and yet his life 

was spared.  Here in compar- 

able fashion, Jacob sees Esau 

face to face and yet his life is 

spared.   

 Jacob calls this gift in the 

Hebrew, baruch which trans-

lates as “blessing.”  It’s the 

same word used earlier in 

Genesis 27, when Jacob tricks 

his father into giving him the 

blessing.  Jacob now intends his 

gift to restore the blessing 

stolen from his father and 

brother.    

 This Hebrew word has 

evolved over the years into a 

formal name. Barack is an 

African name meaning blessed.  

You know someone with this 

name.  Some of you regard 

Barack Obama’s reelection as a 

blessing.  Others of you would 

label it something else.   

 Esau offers to accompany 

Jacob home.  Jacob politely 

declines, You know, bro, I’ve 

got my family and young 

children in tow. I’ll only slow 

you down.  Plus, I’ve got this 

bum hip that’s been giving me 

trouble.  You go ahead and I’ll 

catch up with you.  Esau goes 

home to Seir.  Jacob settles 

instead in Succoth, which is a 

considerable distance away 

from Esau’s home.   

 Jacob is still wary of Esau.  

Just because they’re on speak-

ing terms doesn’t mean they are 

best-buds.  There is extraordi-

nary reconciliation in this story, 

but it’s also realistic about this 

matter of forgiveness.     

 Esau seems far more win-

some and appealing here.  Esau 

initiates their forgiving  



 

 

 

 

 

When we 

forgive a 

person, we are 

releasing 

them from the 

debt owed to 

us.  

embrace.  He seems genuinely 

interested in the welfare of 

Jacob’s family.  He also offers 

to accompany Jacob home.  

Jacob may be the favored one, 

but God shows mercy to Esau.  

He becomes God’s agent of 

forgiveness.    

 As I thought about the verse, 

“Esau ran to meet Jacob and 

embraced him and fell on his 

neck and kissed him,” I won-

dered where else had I had read 

these words in Scripture.  In the 

parable of the Prodigal Son, we 

find these same three verbs 

strung together: ran, embraced 

and kissed.  The father in the 

parable relinquishes his inheri-

tance to his younger son, who 

squanders it on reckless living.  

This prodigal decides to go 

home to his father, hoping he 

will take him in, “But while his 

son was still a long way off, his 

father saw him and was filled 

with compassion; he ran and 

embraced him and kissed him” 

(Luke 15:20).        

 Jacob, like the prodigal son, 

becomes the recipient of an 

extraordinary act of grace.  

Esau forgives Jacob.  Their 

embrace says it all.   

 We prayed earlier this morn-

ing, “Forgive us our debts, as 

we forgive our debtors” 

(Matthew 6:12).  You may 

represent a Christian tradition 

that substitutes trespasses in the 

place of debts.  Let me settle 

the confusion once and for all. 

In Matthew’s gospel, Jesus uses 

the word debts in the body of 

his prayer but when he provides  

commentary after the prayer he 

substitutes trespass as a 

synonym.   

 When we forgive a person, 

we are releasing them from the 

debt owed to us.  Forgiveness 

doesn’t condone what 

happened.  It doesn’t deny that 

what happened was hurtful or 

even diabolical.  What forgive-

ness means is that the offender 

doesn’t have to make it up to us 

or pay us back.       

 We’re not only releasing 

someone from the debt owed to 

us; we’re also releasing us.  

Forgiveness is not only for the 

sake of the offender; it’s also 

for us, so we can be free.  For-

giveness sets us free from the 

debilitating effects of seething 

revenge and choking anger.   

 You may be wondering if 

forgiveness is really possible.  

You may feel justified in your 

anger and want the offender to 

feel something of the pain you 

have experienced.  Forgiveness 

doesn’t mean we no longer 

wrestle with feelings of anger 

toward the people who hurt us.  

Feelings fluctuate over time.  

Forgiveness must be granted 

before it can be felt.   

 You don’t have to feel for-

giving to act on it.  Let me 

debunk another myth, namely 

that to forgive is to forget.  It 

doesn’t necessarily follow to 

forgive is to forget.  Sometimes 

the pain cuts too deep.  We 

forgive, regardless of whether 

or not we remember.   

 Our story is hopeful about 

forgiveness, but it is also real- 



 

 

 

 

 

“Forgiveness 

is an attribute 

of the strong.”   

- Mahatma Gandhi 

istic.  These two brothers don’t 

feel all warm and fuzzy for 

each other.  I thought about this 

picture precisely because it’s so 

unrealistic.  Jacob doesn’t 

move next door to Esau and 

pretends like nothing has 

happened. We have no record 

in the Genesis text that they 

ever see each other again, apart 

from the funeral of their father. 

Forgiveness doesn’t mean 

everyone lives happily ever 

after.  

 We are called upon in Scrip-

ture to “make peace with some-

one, so far as it depends upon 

you” (Romans 12:18). We’re 

not responsible for the reaction 

of the person who wronged us.  

That’s entirely their responsi-

bility.     

  Forgiveness is hard; really 

hard.  Mahatma Gandhi once 

said, “The weak can never for-

give.  Forgiveness is an attri-

bute of the strong.”    

 I’d like to close this sermon 

with an exercise on forgiveness.  

I’ve adapted a resolution from a 

ministry that specializes in 

helping people take concrete 

steps toward forgiveness.  If 

this prayer expresses the desire 

of your heart, you can supply 

the name of the person who 

you’ve been mulling over as 

I’ve been speaking in the space 

provided.   

The offending party may be 

living or deceased.  This person 

can be in this room today or 

among your circle of family or  

 

 

friends.  This person may also 

be a relative stranger to you, so 

you never expect to be friends 

with this person again.    

  

I now choose to forgive 

______.  I release you from the 

debt you owe to me.  You no 

longer have to pay me back or 

make it up to me.  Sure, it 

would be nice if you would 

ask forgiveness, but I’m no 

longer holding you to it.  You 

are now free.   

I give up my right to be the 

judge and jury in your life.  

Your behavior is no longer my 

responsibility. Almighty God, 

I’m entrusting this person to 

you.   

  

Some of you may be 

struggling to forgive yourself.  

What you have done or failed 

to do continues to drag you 

down.  Try as you might, you 

can’t seem to shake free from 

this self-imposed exile.  I have 

composed a sample prayer if 

you find yourself in this 

situation.    

  

 I now choose to forgive 

myself.  By your great mercy in 

Jesus Christ, I now accept your 

gracious pardon in my life.  I 

no longer have to make it up 

to you or pay you back.  I am 

free.  My acceptance is no 

longer contingent on the past.   

Lord, I am accepted by you 

because I am loved by you.   
 

 

 


