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Readings for 15th Sunday in Ordinary Time: Genesis 25: 19-34 

                                                                              Matthew 13: 1-9, 18-23. 

 

This Sunday is marked in the Methodist Church as Action for Children Sunday, when we 

remember and celebrate the work of what began as the National Children’s Home in 1869, 

and raise the profile of the vital work done by the charity today.  Those who deal with 

children and families recognise the complex challenges which face all who are growing up 

and finding their place in the world. 

 

Often much of our sense of purpose and meaning in life, our aspiration and pride, can be 

focused on our children.  But families are never straightforward: resentments and broken 

relationships occur, with all their consequences.  Families sometimes struggle, children can 

feel neglected, abandoned, with no-one who really understands, no-one truly present to 

help them through the pitfalls and trials of growing up. 

 

The Old Testament tells stories, long stories, through which we get a sense of the ancient 

Israelite world view.  Israel’s sense of its relationship with God is described and worked out 

largely through stories about families, inheritance and land.  The character and ways of God 

are understood through what happens to human beings.  For the Jewish people, the 

defining experiences are those of slavery and liberation from Egypt, exile and return: the 

goal of the Hebrew scriptures is the return to Israel. 

 

The drama is played out through interactions with God, and responses to the demands of 

God: the destiny of the Jewish people is expressed through the covenants, the promise of a 

future made by a loving God to the patriarchs, and fleshed out in due course in the gift of 

the law. 

 

But the history of the Jewish people is a history of struggle for existence: their identity is 

deeply marked by that struggle.  The theme of barrenness expresses something of the 

anguish of hope and trust when the present seems to deny the possibility of a future. It is 

associated with special births, defining moments, when God seems to relent and show 

mercy towards those who are depicted as faithful.  We think of Sarah, and Rebekah, her 

daughter-in-law, in the present story,  later Rachel, then Hannah, and, in the New 

Testament, Elizabeth, the mother of John the Baptist. 

   

But over all this, we have the picture of a God who blesses humanity through the created 

order.  God’s promises are for a future for all creation: we are left in no doubt that God’s 

purposes for good are about enabling fullness of life for all people and all living things on 

the earth.  But how are these purposes to be carried out? 

 

As far as Israel is concerned, it is through the family of Abraham that a people who can 

embody that blessing, is to come into being.  But that family is full of problems – deception, 

lying, favouritism, weakness, jealousy make up the family dynamic.  (Jacob repeats the cycle 

with his own family, in the favouritism he shows to Joseph and Benjamin, which leads to the 

deep resentment of the older brothers).  God seems to work in spite of (or through?) family 

conflict and failings. 
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In the story of Esau and Jacob, the twins are already in conflict in the womb. Esau struggles 

to be born, he comes out ‘red and hairy’ - the Hebrew word for ‘red’ is a play on the word 

for ‘Edom’.  Rebekah is given a word from God that her two sons represent two future 

nations, Israel and Edom, who will be in conflict – ‘the elder shall serve the younger’, Jacob 

will be stronger (cleverer?) than Esau.  National stereotyping is reflected here: the Edomites 

are despised as crude and uncouth, with a tendency to violence.   Rebekah favours Jacob, 

cunning and with an eye on his own profit, Isaac favours the outdoor hunter, Esau, who 

brings home meat for him. 

 

And so we come to the incident of the birthright.  The firstborn male had rights of 

leadership of the family, a double inheritance on the death of the father, and greater social 

power than younger brothers.  Esau comes in ravenous from hunting, and asks for some of 

the stew that Jacob has prepared.  Instantly, Jacob responds ‘First sell me your birthright’, 

and makes him swear an oath. Esau apparently cares nothing for his birthright, but only for 

the immediate satisfaction of his hunger.  He does not value his long-term responsibility for 

his family. 

 

In the biblical story of Israel, it seems as though God sets a general direction, and asks for 

co-operation and obedience from human beings, some of whom are more obedient and 

faithful than others.  Sometimes conflict is inevitable, when habit and tradition no longer 

serve the interests of a community.  The early development of the people of Israel into a 

nation is about survival in harsh conditions by people with enough faith to believe that God 

would bring them to a better place, that God had a purpose for them, in spite of 

appearances to the contrary at times.  They had to believe in the possibility of fertility, 

security and prosperity in the face of famine, death, defeat and poverty. 

 

At the present time we are witnessing one more tragic series of cross-border attacks 

between Israel and Hamas, in which the Palestinian civilians of Gaza are being killed, injured 

and traumatised, and many Israelis are being confirmed in their view that they are forced to 

defend themselves for ever against the hatred of their neighbours.   There seems to be no 

political or psychological space for a durable ceasefire, let alone grounds on which 

discussions of a way to peace can take place.  There are those who resolutely deny Israel’s 

right to exist, and act accordingly.  But Palestinians need a land to live in peace and dignity, 

not areas of oppression and exclusion.  Israel needs a land to live in peace and dignity, but 

that land should be a source of blessing to its neighbours.    

 

Children who are growing up in Gaza and the Occupied Territories have been aware from 

birth of danger and insecurity, shortages of essentials like clean water, and the constant fear 

in which their parents live, though they may not understand its causes.  Many learn 

violence, and are influenced by what they see around them.  It is difficult to learn trust of 

the other, or the desire to understand those who are seen as the enemy.   

 

We depend on our children for the sense of a future to which we have contributed our span 

of life.  The blessing of which Jacob cheated his brother represents hope and stability within 

a traditional family structure.   All of us, whatever our culture, can recognise the deep 

damage done to children raised in an environment of war, bloodshed and disintegration.  I 

wonder how future generations in Syria, for example, will learn confidence and generosity 
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towards their neighbours, when so many of the children are growing up in refugee camps, 

often without access to adequate shelter, education or medical care, and when experience 

of life in their own country seems to suggest that safety depends on what religious sect you 

belong to. 

 

Those who work professionally with children and young people recognise that the support 

which they and their families need in order to cope and start to thrive is often unspectacular 

but basic: security and stability for those who can’t live with their birth family, appropriate 

care for disabled children and their families, help for young people who are thrust into the 

adult world without the skills to cope – and always love and listening.  Even those who have 

been cast out can blossom; transformation happens. 

 

The parable of the sower speaks of random, indiscriminate sowing on a variety of soils, 

some of which will prove fruitful beyond imagining, even if others, for various reasons, fail 

to sustain a crop to maturity.  The prophets invite us to imagine the world as it should be, 

seen through God’s eyes – the seemingly impossible, a world in which our arid souls are 

made fertile, our relationships generous and fruitful, but we have to engage with the 

opportunities for hope and change which God offers – and that is no easy task!  


