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Rachel and Leah
The story of sibling rivalry is as old as time.  Do you remember the story of Cain and Abel that led to one becoming a murderer and the other the victim?  We have spoken of the rivalry between Esau and Jacob brothers born at the same time, the younger twin tricking the older out of the blessing and birthright.  And now we find ourselves with sisters.  Rachel and Leah, competing for the affection of Jacob.  Their competition takes the form of child bearing – the one thing it was thought that women could provide.  Through them and their servants they gave Jacob 12 sons.  It is thought by some that this story is really about how so many tribes were connected to each other.  It explained how they could all be part of the twelve tribes of Israel, all connected to the patriarch Jacob, and still look so different – same father, different mothers.  But for our purposes, as we listen to what God might be saying to us through this family story, I suggest it has something to do with rivalry.
We see how destructive rivalry can be.  Here I am not talking about healthy competition where competitors push each other to be their best in sport or business or art.  I’m not talking about a hard fought game where winner and loser are both pushed to their limits and made better athletes because of the competition.  I’m talking about a rivalry that takes on a life of its own.  When sister or coworker or neighbor or fellow athlete ceases to be themselves in our eyes, and become only who they are as they compare to us.  Is she smarter than I am?  Is he more good looking?  He did better than me on my math test but I scored higher on the history paper.  We aren’t interested in the other person – we don’t know their favorite color, we forget what makes them happy, we are indifferent to their needs.  All that matters is who is getting more points.
The book the Red Tent by Anita Diamant is a beautiful retelling of the story of Rachel and Leah and Leah’s daughter Dinah.  In that novel, it is suggested that Rachel and Leah are in cahoots to trick Jacob and that Jacob only too readily goes along with the charade.  But then Rachel regrets her decision when she realizes that she had given up position of “first wife.”  The rivalry begins.  Rachel screamed at Leah, “You evil-eyed lummox, you only wish Jacob loved you as he loves me, but he never will.  I am the one.  I am his heart.  You are a brood mare.  You are a pathetic cow.”  Leah held her tongue until Rachel was finished.  Then she calmly called her sister an ass and slapped her face hard, first on one cheek and then on the other.  They did not speak a word to each for months.” (p.27)  
In this wonderful novel the births of children are celebrated by all the women and not necessarily the outgrowth of rivalry.  But none the less, the relationship between Rachel and Leah is cold and distant.  In the tent the woman shared it is said that “Leah slept facing the western wall while Rachel hugged the east, and they spoke to each other only by way of their sisters: Leah through Zilpah, Rachel through Bilhah.” (p. 49)
In this story we see the way in which mistreatment and oppression gives way to a dangerous and damaging rivalry.  The power of a third party to grant or withhold what is necessary for survival, to meet out favors or punishments turns those who should be friends into foes.  We see it in work environments that become cut throat.  We see it in families where siblings compete for attention of an absent or abusive parent.  We see it in political situations where an oppressive force sets one group against another to maintain power. 
The Dominican Republic and Haiti share the island of Hispañola.  Some who visit these countries wonder why there isn’t more cooperation between them when it seems their economic and humanitarian situations could be improved by more joint projects.  During the days when both countries were run by brutal dictators -- first Poppa Doc and then Baby Doc Duvalier in Haiti and Trujillo in the Dominican Republic, the dictators held onto their power by suggesting the other nation was the real threat.  At various times when their brutal grips on their nations started to weaken both suggested that the real threat came from outside.  Both made allegations that the other country was to blame for the economic and social problems of their countries, distracting the citizens of both countries from their real enemy.  Trujillo made his intentions for the Haitian community clear in a short speech given at a dance held in his honor on 2 October 1937 in Dajabón, stating:“ For some months, I have traveled and traversed the border in every sense of the word. I have seen, investigated, and inquired about the needs of the population. To the Dominicans who were complaining of the depredations by Haitians living among them, thefts of cattle, provisions, fruits, etc., and were thus prevented from enjoying in peace the products of their labor, I have responded, ‘I will fix this.’ And we have already begun to remedy the situation. Three hundred Haitians are now dead in Bánica.”  This led to the Parsley Massacre, the slaughter of over 20,000 Haitians in October, 1937.  
On vacation I read the trilogy of books called the Hunger Games by Suzanne Collins. Nothing like reading really heart wrenching fiction that kind of freaks you out while you are on vacation.   “In the ruins of a place once called North America lies the nation of Panem, a shining Capitol surrounded by twelve outlying districts.  The Capitol is harsh and cruel and keeps the districts in line by forcing them all to send one boy and one girl between the ages of twelve and eighteen to participate in the annual Hunger Games, a fight to the death on live TV.”  It is a brutal and beautifully written novel in which we see the ways oppressive power makes rivals of those who had been friends, bringing out the worst in us all.  Even as Katniss, the heroine of the book, builds alliances and makes friends with other tributes, she is tortured knowing she might one day have to destroy them.
Not all rivalries end up in an outright blood bath.  But they are still destructive.  Our current economic situation is a case in point.  Where leaders on both sides of the aisle insisted on pushing their own narrow agenda to the harm of our nation’s economy.  We know of rivalries in families for affection or recognition or wealth.  We know of rivalries between friends that nearly rip the friendship apart.  Those kinds of rivalries lead us to seeing our rival as the enemy.  We are unable to appreciate their skill or good looks or good luck and see only attempts to be better than us.  Ultimately, we look at them and see only a reflection of ourselves in our most grotesque and small. And because we despise ourselves we despise them
After having seen the last Harry Potter movie last Friday, I re-read the final book this week.  I wanted to savor that story.  In the final book and second to last movie, Harry, the boy wizard and his friends Hermione and Ron have found one horcrux, a valuable item in which the evil wizard Voldemort has hidden a piece of his soul in a bid for immortality.  They have the horcrux, a locket but have not been able to destroy it.  Finally, in a wonderful twist in the plot, Ron and Harry discover a magical sword in the bottom of a lake.  Harry tells Ron to destroy the locket.  Before Ron can destroy it, it starts showing Ron’s deepest fears and jealousies.  Those fears and jealousies had almost ruined his friendship with his two closest friends. 

So what can destroy the rivalry for us?  What can we take up as a sword to pierce the heart of our jealousy?  In our passage for today we see that Rachel and Leah are brought together by reaching for the common good. Rachel and Leah come together in this story to convince Jacob to leave their father’s company.  They see that it is in the family’s best interest to part ways with Laban.  As Diamant puts it:  “The two women had made a kind of peace years earlier.  They did not work together or consult with each other.  They did not sit next to each other in the red tent, or address each other directly.  And they were never in their husband’s presence at the same time.  Yet now the three stood, in plain sight, talking like old friends.” (p. 68, Red Tent)  We don’t have to become fast friends with our rival.  Not every story ends with hugs and tears and rivals becoming bosom friends.  But working together for the common good is victory enough.
Sometimes the way to pierce the heart of a damaging rivalry is to realize who benefits from the destructive competition, and chose to no longer play the game.

In the story of the Hunger Games, the game makers change the rules mid game so that two tributes may win if they are from the same district.  Katniss and her friend Peeta are able to begin working together.  They make a good team, build trust in each other.  They save each other from harrowing experiences until they are the only two left alive.  But before they are declared the winners, an announcement comes over the loud speaker that the earlier rule change has been rescinded and only one can win.  “I stare at Peeta in disbelief as the truth sinks in. [says Katniss] They never intended to let us both live.  This has all been devised by the Gamemakers to guarantee the most dramatic showdown in history.  And like a fool, I bought into it.”  Peeta offers to die for Katniss.  But Katniss doesn’t want to be left alone to spend the rest of her life in the arena trying to think her way out.  “We both know they have to have a victor” says Peeta.  Those words unlock an idea in Katniss.  “Yes they have to have a victor.  Without a victor, the whole thing would blowup in the Gamemaker’s faces.  They’d have failed the Capitol.  Might possibly even be executed, slowly and painfully while the cameras broadcast it to every screen in the country.  If Peeta and I were both to die, or they thought we were…”
Katniss takes poison berries out of a pouch tied at her waste and pours them into each of their hands.  “Hold them out.  I want everyone  to see,” he says.  I spread out my fingers, and the dark berries glisten in the sun.  I give Peeta’s hand one last squeeze as a signal, as a good-bye, and we begin counting.  “One.”  Maybe I’m wrong.  “Two.”  Maybe they don’t care if we both die.  “Three!”  It’s too late to change my mind.  I lift my hand to my mouth, taking one last look at the world.  The berries have just passed my lips when the trumpets begin to blare.  The frantic voices of Claudius Templesmith shouts above them.  “Stop! Stop! Ladies nd gentlemen, I am pleased to present the victors of the74th Hunger Games, Katniss Everdeen and Peeta Mellark!  I give you – the tributes of district 12.”
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