Genesis 25:20-34; 32:22-33:11		
Summer pulpit supply is a good time for getting back to basics.  So, that’s what I want to do this evening with you—get back to basics, get back to the beginning.  I have in mind baptism, but I’m going to start where the scripture reading takes us, to Jacob’s story, which also involves his father Isaac, his mother Rebecca and his twin brother Esau.  It’s a long story.  But it’s a good one.
Jacob’s name means “to take by the heel.”  The Hebrew original is most often translated “supplanter,” but also sometimes “deceiver” or “schemer.”  I think “rival” would be another good way to understand it.  And, of course the one who he most clearly rivaled is the one who he did indeed take by the heel, Esau, the slightly elder.  
Jacob struggled with him even in the womb for his brother’s place—trying to supplant him, striving even during labor to be born first.  Jacob was always at Esau’s back, and once he was even in Esau’s skin, or something that resembled Esau’s skin.  
This was during their father Isaac’s final days.  Now old and blind, Isaac called to his eldest son so he could bless him before dying.  He told Esau to go to the fields to hunt game to find something worthy of a savory stew to share with his father.  Then, over a meal, Isaac would pass along the blessing, this last thing left to do in his life.  So Esau went out.  But while he was out, Rebecca, who had been eavesdropping on Isaac and Esau, called to Jacob with another plan. He was to go to the flocks, to find two younglings that she might make a savory stew.  Then Jacob was to disguise himself as Esau: he was to wear skins so his smooth arms and neck would feel hairy and to wear Esau’s cloak so he would smell not of the tent but of the fields.  So disguised, Jacob went before his father with the savory stew.  His father asked him, “Who are you, my son?” and this one who takes by the heel answered, “I am Esau, your first born.”  Then his father said to him, “Come near that I may feel you to know whether you are really my son Esau.”  So, Jacob went up and Isaac felt him and said, “The voice is Jacob’s but the hands are Esau’s.  Are you really my son Esau?” and, again, this one who takes by the heel answered, “I am Esau.”  
Let’s be clear, though Jacob doesn’t come across too well here, especially to our modern sensibilities, Esau isn’t the most sympathetic character, either.  Listen, he despised his birthright in favor of soup—“red stuff,” as he called it; he put his immediate physical needs over and above even familial obligations and responsibility for his role as first-born son.  Imagine if your son cashed in his college fund and threw a big party featuring Lady Gaga and Jay-Z.  Imagine if your daughter sold off her share of the family business and bought herself a wardrobe to match the real housewives of Manhattan.  No, Esau wouldn’t win too many fans.  What’s more, ancient hearers of this story would have heard him as a man who represented incivility at a time when civilization was dawning.  They’d have seen him as someone living hand-to-mouth living at a time when farming and animal husbandry were making survival more about planning and caretaking and delaying gratification.   Hairy and smelly, he was practically an animal himself, and at a time when being human was more and more to be distinguished and prized above such bare physical existence.  Humanity was on the move from the wilderness to the fields to the flocks to the farms and soon enough to the city; and the likes of Esau were being rightly left behind.  
But, even so, how sad it is when, according to the story, Esau came home.  Isaac had just blessed Jacob claiming to be Esau.  Isaac had just said to Jacob, who was even still taking Esau by the heel:  “May God give you of the dew of heaven, and of the fatness of the earth, and plenty of grain and wine.  Let peoples serve you, and nations bow down to you.  Be lord over your brothers, and may your mother’s sons bow down to you.  Cursed be everyone who curses you, and blessed be everyone who blesses you!”  And then Esau came home, and he cried out with an exceedingly great and bitter cry, “Bless me, me also, father!”  But his father said, “Your brother came deceitfully, and he has taken away your blessing.”   Esau again:  “But is he not rightly named Jacob?  And have you not reserved a blessing for me?  Have you only one blessing, father? Bless me, me also, father!” And then he lifted up his voice and wept. 
His point, of course, is a good one.  Jacob received the blessing under false pretenses.  That would make any contract null and void.  But the law against bearing false witness wouldn’t come until decades later—with Moses at Sinai.  But more than that is this discomfiting fact—that the blessing, though claimed by deception, is somehow the truth.  We should remember that, when Rebecca was still pregnant with these two (God love her for enduring that!), she received word from the Lord that two nations were in her womb, and two peoples born of her would be divided; that one would be stronger than the other and the elder would serve the younger.  Really, we should consider that, though Jacob deceived his father to get the blessing, it was also somehow right that the blessing should be his.  Esau wasn’t cut out for the task at hand.  Esau wasn’t the right guy for the job.  Just because some guy is in line to inherit, doesn’t make it right when he does; just because some girl is the heir apparent, doesn’t mean she is the best choice.  Last week we celebrated our national independence from a political system based on this strange logic; last week we celebrated not only democracy but also meritocracy.  And yet, it’s hard to argue with Esau’s more immediate complaint, that Jacob claimed to be Esau.   “But is he not rightly named Jacob?”
And here’s the conflict—that the social convention of Esau being the rightful heir forecloses on the deeper reality of Jacob being the rightful heir.  And so, the moment of true blessing comes much later in the story when these two rightful things are no longer in conflict, are at last reconciled.  
Many years, though, would pass before such reconciliation could be possible.   First, Jacob would have to flee Esau and his homeland for fear of his brother’s wrath.  Then Jacob would settle in Haran, in the household of Laban, whose second-born daughter, Rachel, he longed to marry, having seen her and fallen in love with her at the village well.  Laban agreed to let Jacob marry his daughter, but only after he worked for him for seven years.  Yet, when he had done this, Laban gave over instead his first-born, Leah—treating Jacob with his own medicine, as it were.  Under the cover of darkness, Jacob had taken Leah to be Rachel; and by morning there was no exchanging one for the other.  So Jacob worked another seven years, this time winning Rachel.  
More years would pass, during which Laban lived by his agreement to give Jacob any younglings of his flock that had odd markings.  He did this himself pretending that he was doing a great favor for his son-in-law.  But these were of lesser value than unblemished livestock, and they were likely to be few.  So Jacob used his knowledge of animal husbandry (perhaps that he’d learned from Esau?) to breed for these markings.  Thus, his flock grew in number and strength while Laban’s dwindled and Laban’s sons grew angry.  Falling now even further out of favor with Laban, Jacob soon realized he would need once again to flee.  So he packed up his wives and his flocks and his household goods and headed west to the land of his forefathers, and, more to the point, the land of his brother.
It was here, between a rock and a hard place, that some stranger found Jacob who now had no where left to flee.  Anxious that Esau might come out to the ford of the Jabbok in the middle of the night to find him and his caravan of family and flocks, Jacob sent his two wives and two maids and eleven children across the ford to spend the night away from him where they might actually be safe.  Anxious that Laban might break the covenant by which the two had parted company and come into the land of Canaan to have his revenge, Jacob removed himself from his loved ones knowing that they were more at risk with him than if they were left in the wilderness on their own.  Perhaps reeling from these many years of rivalry—first with his brother, then with his uncle, then with his cousins; perhaps in turmoil from these many years of familial tumult—his father’s disfavor, his mother’s favor, his brother’s hatred, his uncle’s deception, the jealousy that had arisen between his wives (they themselves a pair of sisters), the jealousy that had arisen between himself and his wives’ brothers; perhaps exhausted by the complicated web that his life had become, (he was once, let’s remember, a quiet man, living in tents) he now found himself in the wilderness in the middle of the night all alone.  
It was perhaps the one thing worse than where he had been and where he was going.  
And suddenly this stranger was upon him.  Without warning, without the sound of approaching footsteps, without the glimmer of an approaching lamp, without a word spoken (“Who goes there?”), a man suddenly appeared as if come from on high.  And he wrestled with him, indeed until daybreak.  They were both, it would seem, of some strength, given that, after what might have been an hour or more, neither prevailed against the other, not even when Jacob’s hip was put out of joint to such a degree that he would limp for the rest of his life, not even when daybreak was coming which was some sort of deadline for this stranger seeking not to be identified, not even when he said to Jacob, “Let me go, for the day is breaking.”  So, Jacob, ever looking from some advantage, offered the stranger a deal:  “I will not let you go unless you bless me.”  
The stranger’s response to this demand for a blessing seems a non sequitur—“Tell me your name.”—unless we remember that Jacob had been asked this question before.  His father, aging and nearing death, had asked Jacob then what this stranger asked now, “What is your name?”  His answer then, as a young man whose relationships were rivalries: “I am Esau.”  “What is your name?”  “I am Esau.”  “You sound like Jacob.”  “I am Esau.”  A much older man, and likely a tired man from years of fleeing and hours of fighting, and a crippled man having had his hip put out of joint, indeed a man all alone perhaps wrestling his own shadow, he now admitted what his brother had long ago insisted—this which is a confession, really:  “I am Jacob.  I am one who takes by the heel.”  
What is your name?  This is a question that comes to us before we’re baptized, that came to each of us (or to our parents) before we were baptized (or before they had us baptized).  By what name are you called?”  The right answer, which nervous people standing before a congregatioin quite often get wrong, doesn’t include our surnames, our last names.  The name by which we’re baptized is the one we don’t share with anyone, the one that is ours alone—our given names, our Christian names.  Elizabeth Edwards: this is the name by which God knows me and me alone; this is the name by which Christ calls to me from within and the Holy Spirit calls me into community.  What is your name?
Human relationships are essentially mimetic, that is, based on imitation.  Really, before we can do anything else in this life, we imitate.  Stripped of instincts that keep most other creatures alive, we humans can only imitate the humans we’re given in this life, and from the first.  If we’re blessed, if we’re lucky, we’ve got humans to imitate who are worthy of imitation—mothers who love and nurture, fathers who protect and give, siblings who make us laugh at least as often as they want to kill us, aunts and uncles and neighbors and friends who know what’s good for us and even provide it.  If we’re unlucky, we’ve got no one to imitate but people who are too busy ruining themselves to worry much about nurturing us.  But even in the best case scenario, imitating the people in our lives gives us life for only so long.  Imitation is the sincerest form of flattery, they say.  Well, that’s true as far is it goes, says I.  But then imitation becomes irritating, threatening, violating; it becomes rivalrous, envious, even deadly.  As Jacob discovered, all too easily the drive to be like those around you can change into a striving to become those around you.  You no longer want to be like them.  You want to be them.  You want to have what they have—their possessions, their relationships, their very being; and you’ll stop at nothing to get it.  
I’ve known my share of these sorts of relationships.  As the little sister of a big sister who had the disturbing habit of succeeding at everything she ever tried, I know this dynamic from the inside out.  So it’s with some authority that I speak of these things—the authority of my ordination but moreover the authority of my being Sue Rogers’ little sister.  Just so, this I can tell you, that the only one I can think of who has offered himself as a model without also needing to keep us down is Jesus.  (This, of course, is always the right answer when a preacher asks a question.)  Jesus doesn’t demand that we be a similar but paler version of him.  Jesus doesn’t mean for us to resemble but not succeed him.  Remember, the first call he issues is this, “Follow me.”  And one of the last is this, “…The one who believes in me will also do the works that I do and, in fact, will do greater works than these.”  Our relationship with Jesus as our savior isn’t contingent on our being sinners.  Instead, Christ means us to imitate him as he imitates God, and moreover for us to excel at it—for our imitating his excellence doesn’t threaten his excellence but magnifies his excellence.  Our being sinners who imitate our savior wouldn’t threaten the importance of the savior but magnify the salvation offered and intended for the whole creation.  
And in this is the gift of our baptism in the faith and family of Christ Jesus.  In this is the gift conferred in this stunningly simple naming ceremony, when, like Jacob, we each come into our own name, we each recognize who and whose we are.  And while for most of us, the name by which we’re called isn’t quite the confession Jacob’s was, it is nonetheless a moment of blessing.  For Jacob, no longer living entangled with his brother, it meant each man could say this most miraculous thing—Esau to Jacob: “I have enough, my brother; keep what you have for yourself;” and Jacob to Esau: “God has dealt graciously with me, and because I have everything I want.”  Moreover, it meant God could tell Jacob, “You shall no longer be called ‘one who takes by the heel’ but shall be Israel, the father of a mighty people.”  For us, it might likewise be—freeing us to recognize all we’ve been given; disentangling us to live not in competition but in communion with others; beloved children of God, all; little brothers and sisters of Christ, all; abundantly alive in the Holy Spirit of Truth.  
Thanks be to God.
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