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Family Drama Is Nothing New 
(Genesis 27:30-38, Hebrews 12:7-17) 

 Today is the 17th Sunday after Pentecost, the 27th Sunday in ordinary 
time, 22nd in proper time. The numbers refer to a liturgical tradition that 
Presbyterian Churches follow throughout the calendar year. This is a “family 
way” of being connected between towns; cities and states where congregations 
like ours meet. One wonders though if these formal connections are still as 
useful as they once were? 

 Today’s white cloths also indicate that this is a communion Sunday. It’s 
not just any Sunday, it’s worldwide communion Sunday. Davitt S. Bell (the 
late Clerk and church historian at Shadyside Presbyterian Church) recalls that 
the Rev. Dr. Hugh Thompson Kerr first considered the notion during his year 
as moderator of the General Assembly (1930), so almost 90 years ago!  

 It was then Dr. Kerr's younger son, the Rev. Dr. Donald Craig Kerr, 
who would become a long-time pastor of the Roland Park Presbyterian 
Church in Baltimore, who related that the first World Communion Sunday 
was celebrated when he was sixteen. His memories include that this day’s 
events grew out of the Stewardship committee.  

 The celebration was created in an attempt to bring churches together 
in a service of Christian unity-in which everyone might receive both 
inspiration and information about how each congregation is joined one with 
another. I wonder if this church custom was helpful in achieving its goals (at 
Shadyside and beyond)? I’ve always believed that we should never stop asking 
why things began…never assume anything.  

 So much about what we do on Sunday morning is connected to causes 
that precede us. For instance, in coming to the table- whether on this Sunday 
or any other first Sunday of the month- we’re connected. The disciples, early 
followers of “the way”, creators of the institution, silent faithful, outspoken 
martyrs, mystics, radical reformers and designers of a denomination… all came 
to the table. Yet, the blessings we’ve received along the way haven’t managed 
to cover up our capacity to sin, especially within our families.  

 Today’s story from Genesis is a perfect example of two primeval 
conflicts: family favoritism and cover-ups. Promises made, broken and the 
consequences of cheating. Last week we enjoyed a movie worthy drama of 



 

Copywrite 2019 
North Sewickley Presbyterian Church 

2 

Rebekah being courted by Abraham’s servant to wed Isaac. This week’s saga 
tells of a blessing diverted from its intended recipient.   

 The plot behind today’s text includes an aging Father, unable to see but 
enough aware that he realizes it is time to “put his house in order”. His 
“blessing” has nothing to do with an inheritance. This kind of a blessing is 
more of an expression of faith from a father to his children. One wonders if 
Isaac had offered to bless both of his sons if the drama could’ve been averted? 
Who knows?  

 Another question is how did his wife Rebekah think she could get away 
with her part in the obvious deception? There’s a demeaning phrase that boys 
say when trying to express their superiority, he’s just a “mama’s boy.” Well, in 
the case of Jacob and Esau, they had different roles to play. Jacob spent time 
with Mom, Esau spent time with Dad. Jacob worked close to home; Esau 
worked out in the field.  

 An earlier passage says, “Isaac loved Esau because he ate of his game, but 
Rebekah loved Jacob.” (Gen25:28) While parents rarely admit it, all one needs do 
is spend time with a family to see which child a Mother or Father favors. In 
my childhood my brother was close with my Father and my sister was always 
“Daddy’s little girl”, but I’m comfortable saying I was a Momma’s boy. What 
was the dynamic in your childhood home, what is it now? Be honest… because 
the kids know the truth! ☺ 

 The first time Jacob took advantage of his brother Esau was when he 
was exhausted and hungry after working in the field. Jacob said, “swear to me” 
(that I can have your birthright) and you can have this stew. Scripture says 
(then), “Esau despised his birthright.” (Gen 25:34b) So, the trickery that Jacob 
put into practice is nothing new. Who knows, the selling of his birthright may 
have even been Rebekah’s idea?  

 Remember also that because of her beauty (and her husband’s 
insecurity) that Isaac lied to locals about the nature of his relationship with his 
wife Rebekah, much as his father had done many years before with Sarah. And 
as you’d expect, King Abimelech was not pleased, saying, “what is this that you 
have done to us?” (Gen 26:10a)  

 How many of our families have a history of dysfunction of one kind or 
another? Through each generation many face alcohol or drug abuse, 
depression, hypocrisy, hurt, fear and struggles known only to those who reside 
behind the closed doors. Family drama is nothing new. 
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 Today’s text was at the height of the conflict; Isaac finishes his blessing 
and in walks Esau. The older brother doesn’t know what has occurred until 
after he presents an offering, which he knew his Father would enjoy. After 
extending his meal he identifies himself as the first-born son and scripture says 
Isaac, “trembles violently.” (Gen 27:33a)    

 In our minds we’d expect Dad to call in the so-called first-born son 
(who is really the younger) to explain his error, but that isn’t done. Instead 
Isaac explains to Esau what Jacob has done. This prompts Esau to “cry out for 
his own blessing” he complains that it’s not fair, because it isn’t. Then Isaac 
explains the consequences of his promise to Jacob. Esau hears that he will be 
“lorded over by his brother.” (Gen 27:37)    

 However, much we would like to “blame the parents”, it is not Isaac and 
Rebekah alone who are at fault. The entire family has a role to play in any 
dysfunction. One author says, “The absence of character in both Esau and 
Jacob stands as an obstacle that is every bit as insurmountable as the conflict 
that pits one against the other.”  

 Yet, through this muddled mess God remains faithful. The providence 
of God unfolds despite the deviant acts of humanity.  So, before we “cry foul” 
on behalf of so-called team Esau you’ll recall that the result includes Jacob 
being driven penniless from his home, never to sees his mother again. Serves 
him right, huh? 

 In fact, he goes back to the country in which Rebekah’s brother Laban 
lives. But before Jacob leaves he receives words of encouragement from his 
father, like a blessing, “God Almighty bless you and make you fruitful and 
multiply.”(Gen 28:3) Despite his errors this sounds a lot like the divine words 
that his own father (Abraham) would have received so many years before. You 
never know… 
  

 Maybe it’s just my changing perspective on life or a fondness for 
Pittsburgh’s own Michael Keaton, but in the 2017 movie “Spiderman 
Homecoming” I found myself siding with the antagonist, Vulture. (picture) 
Keaton’s character Adrian Toomes is dealt a bad hand when his company is 
fired from doing a job they had been contracted to do, cleaning up New York 
City after the Avengers caused a lot of damage.  

 His anger at the government and “shield” prompts him to persuade his 
employees to secretly create and sell weapons on the black market. His 
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enterprise is quite profitable until Spiderman discovers him. Remember it’s 
the “bad guy” in today’s text who becomes the one through whom the 
Covenant of God is extended; weird, huh? 

 Life is not always simply right against wrong or good vs. evil. Instead, it 
is often over a much longer length of time in which one’s true character is 
revealed. Mistakes are inevitable but they aren’t terminal. 

Sadly though, the emotional scars that we carry are often due to the dynamics 
that we experienced first within our own families.     

            Isaac knew that he had made an error so possibly in attempt to keep the 
peace between his sons and right his own wrongs he sends Jacob away, back to 
the home of his family of origin. It is on his way to Paddan-aram in which he 
(Jacob) has an amazing dream, which we will learn a lot more about next 
week…  

 Yet before we conclude today sermon let’s consider the ways in which 
the passage from Hebrews reinforces the themes of today’s story from Genesis. 
First, prior to our selected passage we’re reminded of the “great cloud of 
witnesses” that surrounds the believers.  

 Second, that Jesus is the founder and perfecter of our faith, who for the 
joy that was set before him endured the cross, despising the shame, and is 
seated at the right hand of the throne of God. This Jesus is the same God who 
welcomes us to the table today.   

 Third, the discipline that we experience in life is not just from our 
earthly father. Any discipline seems painful, but in time it yields fruits of 
righteousness. Unlike absent-minded or poor parents, God’s call is for us to 
“strive for peace and that no root of bitterness would spring up” and cause 
trouble… for everyone. God is engaged and direct. 

 The Great Cloud of witnesses is connected to us through the power of 
the Holy Spirit, yet they too learned necessary adjustments to being witnesses 
of the gospel. As painful as it is to consider the challenges caused by former 
generations of our family, one’s church family is just as affected by self-interest 
and inconstant leadership.  

 The people who have gone before us have paved the way for our best 
efforts. However, it is the people in this room today-not the ones who were 
once here-that must take up the call to advance the gospel. If God has called 
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us then we do what’s needed; whether it’s “fair” or not. The reality is, our time 
to serve is NOW, not some day in the future.  

 All churches will experience their share of drama. The conflicts are 
unavoidable; the key is how we respond to such moments of divisive deeds. So, 
especially on this world Communion Sunday, let us stay focused on the fruit 
that is borne from a faith that has lasting meaning. Because, one’s holiness is 
not gained or lost as a result of one decision but of many small ones 
throughout the course of life. 
  

 In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit 

          Amen!  

 

  

 

 

 

              

           

             

        


