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Discovering Our Faith Family Tree:

Rebekah

Once again, parents wish the pastor had asked children and youth to leave the room, or at least cover their ears before having a passage of scripture read.  Talk about “traditional family values.”  Here we have a mother deceiving her husband in order to help her son gain the coveted blessing.  What are we to do with this deceit?  Where is God in this story and what is God saying to us through this text?
Rebekah suggests to Jacob that he deceive his father and trick his brother out of the blessing.  Is Rebekah trying to improve the future of her favorite son Jacob or is she trying to follow God’s word to her during her pregnancy?  That’s what great about these Bible stories is there are many levels.  
Certainly, the family dynamics story make up one layer.  When the twins are born we learn that Isaac and Rebekah had their favorites.   When Rebekah  gives birth Esau is born first – all red and hairy, and Jacob is born second.  As they grew up Esau became a skillful hunter and Jacob was a quiet man living in tents.  The Bible says, “Isaac loved Esau, because he was fond of game; but Rebekah loved Jacob.”  We get to see favoritism playing itself out on one family’s stage.  
But there are more layers and complexities here as well.  Rebekah’s favorite is also the most equipped to carry the family forward.  Esau was a good man, but impetuous and short-sited.  He sold his birthright for a bowl of soup.  Jacob, hanging out in the tents had been able to absorb the stories of the God of Abraham and Sarah, the God of Isaac and Rebekah.  He was the most prepared to continue living into God’s promises and, according to the story, he was chosen by God.  For when Rebekah was pregnant with these twin brothers, it is said that they struggled in her womb.  In her discomfort she inquired of the Lord who said, “Two nations are in your womb, and two peoples born of you shall be divided; the one shall be stronger than the other, the elder shall serve the younger.”  Jacob would be the stronger and Esau would serve him.  
So again the question: is Rebekah merely pushing the fortune of her favorite son or is she following a greater call and purpose?  I suppose both could be true.  Like any great novel there are layers of meaning in these stories.  Layers of complexity for us to sort through.  Rebekah may have schemed for her own purposes, but she also knew about the purposes of God.

When we left Isaac last week he was walking down the mountain after the terrifying account of his near sacrifice at the hands of his father.  Isaac grew up and Abraham sent his servant to find a wife for Isaac from among Abraham’s family back in the land they left.  Before the servant sets off on this journey he asks a very important question – what if she won’t come?  Not all girls want to leave their families and come so far for a husband.  What if she won’t take the risk and journey this far in order to marry a man she has never seen?  Well, then, Abraham says, you are released from this responsibility – just don’t take my son back to my family.  Here we have the main tension in that story – will the young lady go with the servant or won’t she?  

Well, as it turns out, Rebekah does go.  Some have made the comparison to her father-in-law Abraham, that when called by God, Rebekah is willing to go to distant lands.  For when she meets this servant of Abraham, he tells her and her family strange stories of Abraham’s Gods and his promises.  He tells them how he knew it was Rebekah the Lord wanted him to bring to Isaac.  This may be the first time Rebekah heard of Abraham or his God.  And yet, after her family has decided that she is to marry Isaac, she is willing to go immediately and forgo the traditional ten days of waiting.  As a woman, there weren’t many decisions she had the freedom to make for herself, so within her limited scope she is like Abraham.  She is eager for the adventure of following God and longs to be part of something larger than herself.

During her years as Isaac’s wife, I suspect she heard the stories about their God.  And then as Esau and Jacob’s mother she passed those stories onto her sons.  Though Isaac remained faithful, he doesn’t seem as interested in matters of God as Rebekah.  When she heard Isaac tell Esau that it was time to give him the blessing, the sign and symbol that Esau would be the head of the family, the one to bear and keep the promise to them all, Rebekah knew she had to do something.  She had to use trickery to steal the patriarchal blessing for her son Jacob.  It is not the highest moral ground, but in the light of keeping alive the tradition of Abraham her actions take on a different moral tenor.  She had to go outside the traditional lines of authority in order to do God’s will.  
When Corey and I go on trips he makes a notebook for us.  It has all of the hotel reservations, driving directions, and information on important sites.  As we travel we talk about “consulting the book.”  Well this trip, we were out of the notebook for the last several days of our vacation.  One of our B&B reservations fell through and we decided to change our route just a bit.  We had to make it up as we went along.  We had great fun making it up as we went along.  Sometimes in the life of faith you find yourself charting a course you hadn’t prepared for; a course for which the former rules just don’t apply.  

John Sandford says there are the ethics of obedience and the ethics of creativity.  The ethics of obedience are about conventional morality.  The ethics of creativity are about those exceptional moments when persons are called to violate lesser laws in the name of a higher law.  Dietrich Bonhoeffer, the Lutheran pastor who was part of a failed plot to assassinate Hitler and Martin Luther King, Jr. in his acts of civil disobedience, both fall into this camp of the ethic of creativity. (Claypool quoting John Sanford, p. 26)

Rebekah knew God’s will.  She believed in the importance of protecting the promise that God had made to Abraham and Isaac.  She had limited power in her community to protect that promise.  She didn’t have the avenues open to her that would be open to most wives in this room – avenues of open communication and relationships of mutual respect.  Though Isaac loved her, she had no reason to think he would listen to her.  Maybe she tried that route and exhausted all arguments and Isaac remained unconvinced.  At that point, the option available to her was to trick her husband, take advantage of his weak eyesight, or simply let the chips fall where they may.  The later may have been the moral high ground.  I can hear her, can’t you.  “Well, I did all I could.  It couldn’t be helped.  He just wouldn’t listen to me.”  But instead of claiming purity, Rebekah dares to get her hands dirty by tricking her husband.  

There is a Quaker adage that says, “The price of purity is irrelevance and the price of relevance is impurity.”    To be relevant we must live in the world as it is and sometimes make tough choices about how to live as God’s people.  That doesn’t mean that we don’t have high standards for ourselves, but that sometimes in living this life of faith we have to get our hands dirty. 

In the book The Remains of the Day by Kazuo Ishiguro, the dignified butler Mr. Stevens, is looking back over his life of service to Lord Darlington whom he has discovered was a patsy of the German Third Reich.  In telling the story of his service he says, “Lord Darlington wasn’t a bad man.  He wasn’t a bad man at all.  And at least he had the privilege of being able to say at the end of his life that he made his own mistakes.  His lordship was a courageous man.  He chose a certain path in life, it proved to be a misguided one, but there, he chose it, he can say that at least.  As for myself, I cannot even claim that.  You see, I trusted.  I trusted in his lordship’s wisdom.  All those years I served him, I trusted I was doing something worthwhile.  I can’t even say I made my own mistakes.  Really—one has to ask oneself—what dignity is there in that?” (Remains of the Day, p. 243)  Mr. Stevens let his obedience to Lord Darlington substitute for making hard decisions.  He abdicated his own moral authority by following another.

When Jesus sent the disciples out into ministry he warned them that, “I am sending you out like sheep in the midst of wolves; so be wise as serpents and innocent as doves.” (Mt 10:16)  We do not have the luxury of being blissfully naïve about the reality of evil or abdicating our responsibility to do good simply because the way is hard.  The life of faith is about more than following the pithy statements made in a children’s sermon.  And all we needed to know we didn’t learn in Kindergarten.  Our faith is more complex, more difficult, more nuanced than that.  And frankly, what I learn from Rebekah, is that God expects a bit more from us than simple blind-obedience to the powers around us.  But a willingness to put it all on the line for the promise.
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