
BEGINNING IN THE MIDDLE

Genesis 30:1-8, 22-24
JACOB AND ESAU

We begin the first of four sermons telling the story of Joseph. You can read about the Joseph’s pilgrimage of faith in the last section (37-50) of the Book of Beginnings, which we also call Genesis. When I hear his story I realize that Joseph, like you and like me, does not begin in the beginning. His own beginning places him in the middle of a complex family drama which began long before he was ever born.


Joseph is born to a man who is a fugitive at the time. Jacob, his father, is miles away from his own home, estranged from his family of origin and afraid that his only brother will kill him if he returns home. How did this happen?

Perhaps you remember from last week’s lesson that Abraham and Sarah have one son, Isaac, who is the promise for their future. Last week on Father’s Day we heard the story of how Abraham almost sacrifices Isaac on Mount Moriah.  Years later Abraham sends a servant back to Abraham’s old homeland of Haran to find a suitable wife for Isaac. He finds a wonderful and hospitable woman, Rebekah. 


Well, Rebekah, like her mother-in-law Sarah, can’t have children, so Isaac prays to the Lord and Rebekah becomes pregnant! And she can feel not one, but two children struggling in her womb (25:22). One child comes out red and hairy, so they name him Esau. And the second baby comes out holding on to the heel of Esau, so they name him “Jacob,” which means “heel-grabber.” The pre-birth struggle between these twins continues for most of their lives.

Esau is the first-born. This meant then what it often means now: the first-born son is automatically the head of the clan when the father dies. The first-born receives a major part of the inheritance and makes the decisions for everyone else. The first-born is the spiritual leader of the family. The academic word for this is primogeniture—the rights of the first-born. Cultures today continue to follow this tradition, but if you read the stories in the Bible you will find many times when the Lord’s choice for leader is not always the first-born.

We discover that Esau is not the natural leader while Jacob continues to struggle to become the leader. Isaac, the head of the family, favors Esau the outdoorsman while Rebekah loves Jacob, who prefers to stay home (25:27). So Jacob deceives Esau with some food and later, with Rebekah’s help, dresses up like Esau and receives his father’s blessing.


Esau, perhaps the first redneck, is outraged and vows to settle the score with Momma’s boy once old Isaac dies (27:41). So Momma sends Jacob off to her old homeland of Haran to her brother Laban. Isaac even blesses Jacob before he leaves and says, “I’d rather you marry one of our kind rather than one of these local Canaanite women.” So Jacob runs off to Laban in Haran while Esau hears his father and immediately marries a local Canaanite woman to add to his list of wives. Family dynamics haven’t changed much in four thousand years, have they? Talk about family values in the Bible!
JACOB AND RACHEL


And Jacob is smitten immediately by one of Laban’s daughters—Rachel. Here is the earliest story in our Bible of romantic love. When Jacob begins working for Laban, Rachel’s father asks, “How can I pay you?” Jacob says, "I will serve you for seven years for your younger daughter Rachel.” Laban agrees and we have that wonderful statement in 29:20: So Jacob served seven years for Rachel and they seemed to him but a few days because of the love he had for her.

Well, after seven years Jacob the trickster is tricked himself by Laban. On the honeymoon night Laban sends into the wedding tent the eldest daughter, Leah. I know what you are asking, “How in the world did this happen? Was it dark? Was she veiled? Did Jacob drink too much of the wedding wine?” I don’t know. I do know that he wakes up the next morning and in the light of what he thinks will be the happiest day in his life, he sees not Rachel but Leah! The Bible says bluntly, When morning came, it was Leah!

He marches over to Laban and shouts, “What is this you have done to me? I worked seven years for Rachel, not Leah. Why then have you deceived me?” (29:25). It’s kind of funny, isn’t it,  when a deceiver is himself deceived. Irony is at the basis of most humor. 


And here Jacob bumps into that same issue he has faced all his life: primogeniture. Laban says, “We have a custom here that the eldest daughter needs to marry before the youngest. Did I fail to mention this to you seven years ago? Well, that’s the way it is here! How about another seven years of labor?”


Jacob is so in love with Rachel that he agrees, but Laban is too shrewd to wait seven years before the next wedding, so after the week’s wedding festivities for Leah, Jacob is able to marry Rachel also. He is, however, pledged to another seven years of labor for the privilege. And here is the trickster Jacob deceived into not one, but two wives and a commitment to his father-in-law another seven years there. Jacob’s family system is becoming very complex. 
JACOB AND HIS CHILDREN


Jacob has no idea what the word “complex” will come to mean to him. We hear, When Yahweh saw that Leah was unloved, the Lord opened her womb; but Rachel was barren (25:31).  In another ironic twist in the story, the wife who is unloved and unwanted is fertile and able to have children, but the wife who is loved and desired cannot do what the culture values in a woman. Cultures often value not only first-born children but also value persons for what they do rather than for who they are. The normal question in any culture is, “Woman, since you’re married, why don’t you produce children?”

Leah is a valued woman in her culture, for she quickly has four children. Rachel demands of Jacob, “Give me children, or I shall die!” (30:1). Jacob becomes angry with his beloved, and says, “Do you hear the cries of these four boys? I have shown I can provide the seed! Obviously it’s not my fault you’re not pregnant!” 


So Rachel follows a cultural norm unlike ours and says, “Well, if I can’t bear children, you can have sexual relations with my servant Bilhah.” So Bilhah bears two sons for Jacob. And Leah says, “Well, if Rachel can offer her servant, so can I!” Leah gives Jacob her servant Zilpah, and she has two sons. Then Leah has two more sons and a daughter. Jacob now has ten sons and one daughter by three different women, but Rachel has no children of her own. Can you imagine the anxiety, anger, and complexity of this family drama? 

And now we hear: Then God remembered Rachel, and God heeded her and opened her womb (30:22). This is the moment that Joseph, the hero of our stories, enters into history. His mother is so delighted that she names the child "Joseph," which means "He adds." And the story tells us that when Joseph is born to beloved Rachel, Jacob decides to return with his wives and twelve children to his own home and country. 


Here is the family drama in which Joseph enters the world. Joseph does not begin in the beginning of anything. He begins in the middle of a complex family system. (Isn’t every family system complex?) Can you imagine the anxiety of these other three women and their eleven children when this Joseph is born to the favored and beloved wife? We know how easy it will be for Jacob to favor Joseph above all the other children. I am not surprised that his father Jacob feels no obligation to primogeniture and does not favor the eldest son. What did Joseph do? He was just born in the middle of a complex family system. And so was I and so were you.
JOSEPH AND US

So, how does Joseph’s story relate to your story and my story? Well, one important task for us is to discover the strengths our family system provides us. We can find several strengths in Joseph’s family history. He has strong grandparents in Isaac, Rebekah and Laban. His father Jacob is a strong individual who is willing to make it on his own away from home. Jacob is a striver who has a strong sense of calling to be great. Jacob is also very industrious and works very hard for what he wants in life. Joseph also has a father who is very courageous and battles strong cultural values such as primogeniture, challenges his father’s preference for Esau, and several times confronts his father-in-law, Laban. When we read in chapter 32 of his dream of the ladder reaching to heaven (which our choir will sing about in a few minutes), we realize Jacob is in tune with the deeper spiritual life as he connects to God through dreams. 

Rachel offers Joseph her outstanding qualities. The Bible tells us she very graceful and beautiful (29:17). Through her many years of infertility, she is long-suffering. She knows what it feels like to be the delight in another’s eyes. And she thanks God for giving her a son and prays for another. 


For all the good qualities in Joseph’s family, however, we find instances of evil. On the way out of town Rachel steals the household gods of her father. She hides them under the saddle of her camel. When Laban searches for the stolen property, she claims her menstrual period as a reason she cannot rise from her saddle (31:35). Jacob deceives his brother, his father, and his father-in-law. We find lots of deception and selfishness in both Rachel and Jacob. 

We realize that Joseph is born to less-than-perfect parents. And so are we. What does Joseph do? What do we do? In the next three weeks we will see how Joseph claims many of the good qualities of his parents and grandparents. Joseph will also, however, carry on some of the evil in his own family system. 

Twenty years ago at Princeton Seminary, I heard John Claypool preach on these Joseph stories. These sermons have been significant in my life, and I am using many of Claypool’s insights in these four sermons on Joseph. For example, Claypool gave his first sermon the title, “Beginning in the Middle.” 1 Sound familia?


“How,” John Claypool asked, “can I come to terms with the less-than-perfectness that my life began in history?” He asked us to realize that our parents, like each of us, did not begin in the beginning of anything, either. They were also born in the middle of a complex family drama. They were born, like we, to less-than-perfect parents who acted for good and for evil. Our parents had parents, too, and the drama goes all the way back to the first chapters of Genesis. 

Claypool challenged us that we will never get on with the task of becoming who we can be unless we first learn how to celebrate the goodness that our parents did give to us and learn how to forgive them for the less-than-perfect things that they did.  They who wounded us and hurt us were themselves wounded and hurt, so the challenge is to celebrate and to forgive because no one begins in the beginning. Each person begins in the middle. 

Then John told of his great-grandfather who had a pear tree in the side yard in southern Kentucky. The man loved that tree and for years and years he harvested it, ate its fruit, sat under its shade, and found it to be a wonderful companion. One night a windstorm came through the area (much like the windstorms we have had here in Virginia this month) and uprooted it. It was obviously gone. The man wept genuine tears because he had lost something very precious. And then a neighbor came down the road and stood with him in his tears as he lamented this tragedy. He asked John's great-grandfather, "What are you going to do now?" That hearty old pioneer said, "I am going to pick the fruit and burn what's left."


No person begins at the beginning. We all begin in the middle. We can extract from our heritage the good that is still there, and then we can let go of the rest of it. We can pick the good fruit and then give the rest to everlasting mercy.
1 John Claypool, Beginning in the Middle, preached at Princeton Theological Seminary’s Institute of Theology, June 28, 1988
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