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True Colors
Genesis 28:10-19a; Matthew 13:24-30, 36-43

I just don’t know about Jacob.  In this story he certainly comes off as a
great guy.  He has a wonderful dream of angels climbing up and down a
ladder to heaven and God standing beside him offering the same promise
made to his grandfather Abraham.  He awakes and realizes that he is in the
presence of God.  With fear and trembling he sets up his stone pillow as a
marker and anoints it with oil to sanctify the place.  He even declares that the
name of that place will no longer be “Luz,” the Canaanite name.  Instead it will
be “Beth-el”–“house of God–for he realizes that the dream indicated he was
at the gateway of heaven.

It is an impressive story and, coming on the heels of Jacob’s deception
of his father and brother and his escape to his mother’s homeland, Jacob
begins to look like a prodigal son who has come to his senses.  God has
promised the future patriarch that he will use him to create a great nation and
bless the peoples of the earth, a pledge made originally to his grandfather
Abraham.  Jacob appears ready to step into that role.  But is he patriarchal
material?

Jacob and his twin brother Esau would be a great study for the nature-
nurture debate.  We always wonder whether our thought patterns and
behaviors are a result of genetics or of our environment?  Are we predisposed
to think and act in certain ways or are we taught to think and behave by family
and community?

Although Jacob and Esau were twins, I doubt they could have been
more different.  Esau was big and sturdy, ruddy and hairy.  He loved the
outdoors and was a hunter.  Jacob was slight and perhaps a bit pale.  He
preferred staying close to home and really did not like to get his hands dirty. 
He kept close to his mother Rebekah who had a profound influence on him.

As their father aged and his health began to fail, Rebekah realized it
was time for Isaac to give his sons his blessing.  As the first born, Esau was
due the primary blessing and would receive by right of his birth essentially all
of Isaac’s wealth.  Jacob was the younger son and stood to inherit very little. 



Rebekah favored Jacob and devised a plan whereby her younger son could
deceive his father and trick his brother out of his birthright.  Jacob went along
with the plan.

Now, was Jacob ultimately influenced by his mother or was he
predisposed toward this type of behavior?  As we read on in the book of
Genesis, we learn that his Uncle Laban, his mother’s brother, is every bit the
trickster Jacob is and more.  Remember he tricked Jacob into marrying his
oldest daughter Leah and then made him work an additional seven years for
the privilege of marrying Rachel, whom he loved.  Was this disposition toward
deceit and underhandedness biological or was it simply the manner in which
that family operated in the world?

I suppose we will never know, but we do know that Jacob, a product of
this rather dysfunctional family, was hard to pin down.  When he was born, he
came into the world holding onto his brother’s foot so his parents named him
Jacob which means “heel-sneak.”  Was he holding on to catch a free ride into
the world or was he trying to pull Esau back so that he could be the first born? 
Either way, Jacob, the heal-sneak, was a trickster.

He proved he could hold his own against his wily Uncle Laban.  After
serving his total term of fourteen years for his brides, he asked Laban to allow
him to return to his homeland.  In his usual manner, Laban lauded Jacob for
his work and promised to reward him by giving Jacob all of the spotted,
speckled, and striped sheep and goats in his flock.  Before Jacob could grab
his shepherd’s crook and claim his flocks, however, Laban had his sons
sneak the livestock away to other fields.  Jacob would not be out-foxed so he 
devised a method of placing a special wooden rod before the flocks when
they came to drink and mate.  Whenever he used the rod, the offspring would
be spotted, speckled, or striped, so Jacob built up his flocks while Laban’s
herds diminished.  Then one day, while Laban was away shearing his sheep,
Jacob packed up his wives and children and flocks and left town.  Laban had
met his match.

You will remember that just before he reached home, anxious about
meeting his brother for the first time since he had stolen his birthright twenty
or so years before, Jacob camped alone by the river Jabbok.  During the
night, he wrestled with a man, a messenger from God, and was about to
prevail when the stranger touched Jacob’s thigh and put it out of joint.  He
was rewarded, nevertheless, with a new name–“Israel”–which means “God
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rules” or “one who strives with God.”  The next day he and his brother were
reconciled and Jacob–now Israel–began a new life.

Who is this man?  Is he the trickster Jacob or the wizened patriarch
Israel whose name the Hebrew people wear to this day?  In one moment, I
would not turn my back on him and in the next, I would trust him with him with
my children.  How can you tell who Jacob/Israel really is?

I think it is the same problem Jesus was dealing with when he told the
parable we heard earlier.  As Matthew tells the story, Jesus was likely in
Capernaum where he had settled for a time.  He left his house and went down
to the Sea of Galilee to sit.  A crowd gathered to hear him teach, so he got
into a boat and taught from there–a sort of floating pulpit, if you will.

He spoke about the kingdom of God and told a series of agricultural
parables.  He talked about farming and how the type of soil determines
whether or not the seed will grow and flourish.  He compared faith to the tiny
mustard seed that grows into a large tree-like bush and to the little bit of
leaven which causes dough to rise.  He also told the parable of the wheat and
the tares.

Jesus said that the kingdom of heaven is like a farmer who sows good
seed in his field.  That night, his enemy farmer instructs has his hired hands
to sow weeds among the good seed.  As the crops grow, the foul deed is
discovered.  The good farmer’s workers offer to go into the fields and pull up
the weeds, but the farmer says, “No, let the wheat and the weeds grow
together because you might mistake the wheat for a weed and pull up the
good plants.  Wait until the harvest when we will separate the wheat and
weeds.  We will keep the wheat and destroy the weeds and our enemy will
never win!”

We can do a lot with that parable.  We can focus on the end of the story
which points out that the wheat will be harvested and the weeds will be
burned, a caution to those of us who might just be weeds that we had better
“turn or burn.”  It is an important text to remind us that we need to determine
which side we are on, whether we are children of the kingdom or children of
evil.

I think we pretty well know where we stand in the matter.  We know the
choices we make and the things we do.  We know whether or not they fit into
Jesus’ understanding of the kingdom of God, but can we know whether

3



someone else is a good plant or a weed?  Always focused on our
responsibility to police ourselves, Jesus seems to understand the fact that we
are all changing and growing day by day.  His focus in the parable seems to
be on the meantime–the time of growth before the harvest.  He suggests that
the workers–who might well be compared to those of us who want to do a little
weeding in the world–might not be the best judges of what is a weed and what
is not.  Rather than risk our making a mistake, it will be better to let the master
take care of it at harvest time.  In other words, let God handle how we are all
separated out in the end.  We might be surprised at who is considered wheat
and who turns out to be a weed!

What about Jacob?  At the time, I would have plucked Jacob up early
on in his story and thrown him on the compost pile.  While he might have
gotten the short end of the stick as far as inheritance was concerned,
deceiving his blind father and cheating his twin brother were not the way to
get a fair settlement.  I have to applaud his savvy when it came to dealing with
his Uncle Laban for whom I would not give you a plug nickel.  He would have
been rooted up and burned a long time ago so deceitful a scoundrel was he!

God seemed to have other plans for Jacob.  The night after he ran away
from home, a fugitive from his brother and his soon-to-die father, God offered
him a dream.  The Heel-Sneak found himself at the gate of heaven, in the
very household of God instead of outside the gate where all cheats and liars
deserve to be.  God could have plucked Jacob up right then and there, but
God is apparently patient and knows some things that we do not know.  Jacob
did not immediately change his ways.  Apparently, he passed some of that
trickery onto his sons.  Hurt by their father’s obvious favoritism of his younger
sons Joseph and Benjamin, Jacob’s older boys conspired to sell their brother
into slavery and lie to their father that he had been killed by wild animals.  For
years he was brokenhearted because of their cruelty toward their brother and
their deception toward him.  Sometimes what goes around does come
around.

God proved he was in control, however.  That self-absorbed son who
became a slave also learned his lesson and parlayed his ability to interpret
dreams into a responsible position with the Pharaoh in Egypt.  It was his
willingness to follow God’s direction that saved Egypt from starvation and
paved the way for his family to become the great nation God had promised.

Jesus may be right.  Sometimes we need to let the weeds grow
alongside the wheat before we separate the two because we just might
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mistake a good plant for a weed and mistakenly pull up the wrong plant.  In
other words, we do not need to write off anyone as being beyond God’s
redemption.  Was not Simon Peter an impetuous and angry oaf at times?  He
became the leader of the Early Church.  Did not Saul persecute Christians,
having them jailed and put to death?  He became the greatest missionary the
Church has ever known.  Have we not known people who were absolutely
repugnant in their lifestyles who, by God’s grace, turned their lives around and
became wonderful emissaries for Christ?

Jacob’s story and Jesus’ parable are not license for us to do as we
please, hoping that at some point in the future we can live by better rules and
honor God with our lives.  They are reminders of how our choices and actions
can be hurtful and life-changing for the worse.  How we live, the manner in
which we treat one another, how we see ourselves in God’s bigger picture
matter greatly.  The point of the stories is that God does not give up on us. 
God is not done with us even when we do wrong.  God is a patient gardener,
willing to allow us the time to grow and flourish, showing our true colors, not
of a weed, but of a beautiful and fruitful plant in God’s garden.

For some of you, since you first read the title of today’s sermon, the
song of the same name made popular by Cyndi Lauper a few decades ago
has been running through your head.  It is one of those songs that imbeds
itself in your mind and will not let go.  The lyrics sound to me like a song
Jesus might have sung to the people who came to him wanting to know how
they could better fit into the kingdom of God.  Perhaps they can be
encouragement to us as well.

You with the sad eyes, don't be discouraged.
Oh, I realize it's hard to take courage.
In a world full of people, you can lose sight of it all.
And the darkness inside you can make you feel so small.

But I see your true colors shining through.
I see your true colors, and that's why I love you.
So don't be afraid to let them show–your true colors,
True colors are beautiful, like a rainbow.1

God sees what we do not always recognize.  God is patient with us so
that we might grow into the people God has dreamed we might become. 
Look deep within yourself and let your true colors show for God so that you
might add your beauty to the garden that is God’s kingdom on earth.  Amen.

1Tom Kelly and Billy Steinberg, “True Colors,” Denise Barry Music and Billy Steinberg Music, 1986.
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July 20, 2014 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

How grateful we are to be in this house of worship, O God, a place that
has nurtured the faith of countless souls through the years, a sacred space
that has welcomed our prayers, shared our laughter, and embraced our tears. 
While we know that no building can house you and no single group of people
can claim exclusive rights to you, we are grateful that you have blessed us
with your presence and showered us with your grace.

It seems as if week by week our world is beset by the stormy blasts of
hatred, enmity, bigotry, and cruelty.  We pray for the people of Ukraine, Israel,
Gaza, Syria, and all places where life hangs in the balance.  We pray for the
families of all who were on Malaysian Air 17 and lost their lives.  We pray that
the anger and misunderstandings will cease, that dialogue will replace
violence, and that peace may find its way to hurting nations.

We pray, too, for everyone who is tossed to and fro by the storms of life
that come our way.  Illness and disease, job loss and increasing debt, broken
trust and wounded relationships, self interest that overrides community good,
resurrected prejudice that no longer has a place, all worry and wound us, O
God.  Be our guide in finding resources for our healing and help for our
struggles.  Lead us to rely upon one another for our help rather than blaming
one another for our hurt.  Heal us all, we pray, in body, mind, heart, and soul.

We pray for your protection over our youth and their chaperons as they
further explore their faith this week.  Open their minds to new understanding
and open their hearts to all the possibilities of your love.  Grant them each at
least one experience of grace that will change their life forever.

We thank you, O God, that you offer us so many good things even when
life is messy.  Sunny days, cool breezes, the closeness of family, a friend’s
understanding voice, an hour of silence, the delight of joyful noise, the
opportunity of a new day, and the welcomed assurance that comes in the
night–all these things and more are your gifts to us, and we are grateful.

In all of our prayers, in all of our challenges and triumphs, in all of life:
thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord!  Amen.


