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 Today’s Bible readings from Genesis and Matthew present two stories: in 

Genesis we are introduced to the Jacob and Esau narrative and in Matthew we 

hear the parable of the Sower, both powerful passages, familiar to anyone raised 

with the benefit of Bible and Church. For those so raised, these two stories, like 

all Biblical narratives, take on a powerful, mythical resonance; their very 

familiarity brings instant recognition, immediate emotional response, ultimate 

spiritual inspiration. A sermon on the meaning of the stories for someone 

steeped in the Judeo-Christian tradition is almost unnecessary—almost, for the 

stories and parables from the bible work on a psychic and spiritual, even 

unconscious, level—we know what they mean at a deep down level beyond 

words. Such is the power of story, and our faith is very much based on stories. 

 Modern Biblical scholarship focuses on the study of story, exploring the 

origin and context of a story’s formation, ferreting out allusions in the NT 

stories to OT stories, teasing meaning from the connections, and thereby 

shedding light on the experience of the early Christian community and on what 

the story reveals about the faith that developed from that experience. 

Contemporary Biblical study makes for quite exciting reading, believe it or not. 

 The central focus of Sunday worship is the reading from the Word, the 

telling of the story, and yet it is so easy to let the mind wander during the 

readings, and during the sermon—I know—but the sermon is supposed to be a 

commentary on the reading of the Word, so if I’ve let myself miss hearing the 

readings, I can miss the import and impact of the sermon. But it is more than 

that: stories are powerful, in and of themselves; our stories are like great 

literature—they are great literature—and they work on many levels at once. 
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They don’t need a sermon to make them work; they don’t need commentary to 

explain them. 

 For 35 years I taught English literature, first at university and then at 

Ridley College; I taught stories, often to unwilling listeners who did not like to 

read, let alone think while they read, but I did not despair if I could assure 

myself that the students had read the story or poem or play or novel: just 

getting them to hear the story was an accomplishment, a victory. I often read 

to my students, especially short stories and poems, sometimes sections of 

novels, partly because I remember being read to when I was a student, not just 

in grade school, but also in university—a passage of great literature, read well, 

leaves a powerful impression on the listener, and will resonate there, maybe lie 

dormant for years, but at some time in the future, in a time of strife or personal 

distress, a line of verse might come to mind and bring enlightenment or 

comfort. The telling of stories is so important for our spiritual wellbeing. 

 The current wisdom on church community and growth emphasizes that 

our mission, our ministry, is to people who are designated as the “unchurched,” 

people who have been raised without Sunday school experience, without church 

worship experience, without knowledge of the Bible. There are many people in 

our society now who do not know our story, for whom the Biblical stories are 

totally lost. When I began teaching at Ridley College 35 years ago, I had 

occasion to refer to the story of Job and I wrote his name on the blackboard as 

I summarized the story; one of my students, who obviously hadn’t been 

listening very carefully, if at all, interrupted me with the question, “Who’s job?” I 

was surprised then to learn that many of the students had never heard about 

Job, but imagine my shock 20 years later when one of the students during 

discussion asked, “Who’s Jesus?” Times they are a’changin’ and we can no 
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longer assume that people know the central stories and characters of our faith 

tradition. Our mission, our ministry, is to tell the story, our story. 

 As did Jesus, the master storyteller, the man who taught by parables. His 

parable of the Sower is one of the most famous; even if you do not come from 

or are not familiar with a farm background, the imagination can respond to the 

elements of sower, seed and soil. And that’s my point, a person doesn’t need an 

explanation to respond to this story, you don’t have to be an agricultural expert 

or a hermeneutical scholar to “get” the parable. But Jesus does provide a 

commentary on this one—he usually doesn’t--and his interpretation of his own 

parable sheds some perspective on the Genesis story of Jacob and Esau. 

 Jesus explains the parable of the sower, more practically the parable of 

the soils, in this sentence: “the seeds that fell among thorn bushes stand for 

those who hear the message, but the worries about this life and the love for 

riches choke the message and they don’t bear fruit.” The worries about this life 

and the love for riches in conflict with the power and presence of God in our 

lives—this is the central theme of the readings today; Paul in his letter to the 

Romans appointed for last Sunday described it as the conflict between “flesh” 

and “spirit.” In the Genesis story today it is expressed as a conflict between two 

different brothers: Esau, the hairy man, was “rough and ready,” an adventurous 

nomadic hunter, while Jacob, the smooth man, was a quiet, reflective shepherd. 

Esau, the eldest, was closest to his father, while Jacob, the younger, related 

more easily to his mother. Esau, tired and hungry from hunting, can only see his 

present need and desire, so is willing to sell his birthright, his future, for a bowl 

of soup; Esau is destined to serve his younger brother, a complete reversal of 

the social structure then, of what was expected, but we are reminded 

constantly through these Biblical stories, that our God identifies with the 

marginalized, the underdog, the oppressed—in this case, with the younger son 
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Jacob. God works in mysterious ways, ways that are mysterious to our usual 

ways of doing and perceiving. 

 However, this is only one perspective on this familiar story, for surely the 

story of two brothers in competition with each other doesn’t need explanation 

for any of us who were raised with siblings, any of us who raised children, to 

identify and respond. The conflict between brothers is a repeated pattern in the 

Bible, and it is easy to understand why; the Bible captures human nature in all 

its depth, and sibling rivalry is basic to most human experience, most family 

situations. Even in the best of families, between the most loving of brothers and 

sisters, there exist those little jealousies, those little competitions for parental 

favour and love, those little skirmishes for advantage over the rival. The telling 

of this story works in the minds and hearts of all of us before any explanation 

can be offered. 

 This old story has much power and meaning, especially as we follow it in 

the weeks ahead, more than can be expressed in a short summer sermon, but 

for today the contrast in the nature of the brothers, the romantic adventurous 

hunter versus the quiet, reflective shepherd, recalls the conflicting visions of 

Messiah presented in the Bible, the different choices the Bible challenges us to 

make for our lives constantly: do we serve our own needs first or the needs of 

others? Do we focus on ourselves and the material world around us--satisfying 

our immediate desires like Esau with the bowl of soup—or do we seek to focus 

our lives in tune with God’s will—the birthright of all God’s children? Finally we 

must remember that before people, especially the unchurched, hear the story of 

the Bible, they will read the story of our lives, they will read us like a book, and 

will be attracted to our God, our church, our story, on the basis of the loving 

service we offer, on the reflection of divine love in our love. It is essential that 

we not only tell the story of our faith, but also live that story. 


