GOD’S PEOPLE, OUR PEOPLE

“It’s time to return to good, old-fashioned Biblical family values and why is not the
church doing something about it? say our politicians, generally when Christians are
raising awkward issues about Third World Debt or the war in Iraq and they want them
to go away.

It cannot be denied though that family life is in a precarious state these days, as
roughly half of all marriages break down, parents take new partners, the rate of
teenage pregnancies continues to rise, of all which means that an increasing number
of children have a somewhat shaky family life. The results of this are not good so yes,
maybe the church should be preaching “good, old-fashioned Biblical family values”
and today is as good a time as any when we are celebrating a baby’s baptism and
when, in our programme of “The Bible and Me,” we have reached that famous four-
generation family known as “The Patriarchs:” Abraham, Isaac, Jacob and Joseph.

You find their stories in Genesis, the first book of the Bible. Abraham was a well-to-
do man, living in Mesopotamia, when God promised him that he would be the
founding father of a great and holy nation. Fine, thought Abraham, except for one
slight problem: he and his wife Sarah were getting old and they had no children. Great
and holy nations do not consist of two people.

As time went by and there was still no sign of a child, Abraham decided to do
something about it and fathered a son with a servant girl instead. This was socially
acceptable at the time. No sooner had he done so, than his wife became pregnant. Her
son was called Isaac, the servant’s son was called Ishmael and you could cut the
atmosphere in that house with a knife. Finally Ishmael and his mother were sent away.
Ishmael became the founding father of the Arabs, Isaac the founding father of the
Jews and thousands of years later you can still cut the atmosphere with a knife....

Isaac married Rebekhah and had twin sons, Esau and Jacob who were like chalk and
cheese. Jacob was bitterly jealous of Esau because Esau was the older and would
inherit the property. Rebekhah spoiled Jacob to make it up to him and Isaac just seems
to have kept out of it altogether. Finally Jacob managed to trick Esau out of his
inheritance, Esau went ballistic and Jacob ran away.

He ended up living with his Uncle Laban, who had two daughters, one plain and one
pretty. Jacob fell in love with the pretty one and wanted to marry her. Laban said that
Jacob would have to work for seven years first. After the seven years Jacob had a
wedding but the bride never lifted her veil until after the ceremony, and his uncle had
married him to the plain daughter. Jacob would have to work another seven years for
the pretty one. He did so (men were allowed more than one wife in those days) and
finally got the woman he loved. Wife number one produced a family of fine sons
while wife number two for a long time could not have children. More trouble on the
home front. When the pretty wife finally gave birth to the son named Joseph, he was
the pampered darling of the household and all his brothers hated him.

Jacob meanwhile had got his own back on his uncle by cheating him out of a lot of
sheep and decided it was time for another speedy exit. He patched up the quarrel with
Esau but his own family life continued to go from bad to worse as Joseph exploited
his position as the favourite son and his brothers, quite simply, wanted him dead.
They made a profit instead by selling him as a slave into Egypt and told their father
that a wild beast had eaten him.



Meet the Patriarchs, with their good, old-fashioned Biblical family values.... And I
haven’t told you the half of it. There are plenty more lurid tales of rape and incest,
orgies and prostitution that would make your hair stand on end. Compared to the book
of Genesis, Eastenders looks like The Waltons.
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Why are we bothering to read these stories then? They are so ancient and their sources
so obscure that there is no way we can prove them to be historically true. The fact
remains though that the Bible is carried into church, with reverence, at the start of the
service. When Ministers and Elders are ordained we are asked to state publicly that
we believe the Bible to be the Word of God and the supreme authority for the conduct
of God’s people. But how does that work with stories like these?

Reading around the Patriarch Sagas, I picked up three points that might help:

(1) These early book of the Bible were known by the Jews as the “Torah,” a Hebrew
word which we translate as “Law.” When we talk of a book of “Law,” nowadays, we
mean pages of “thou shalt” and “thou shalt not,” rules and regulations. But that is not
what the word “Torah” actually means. It means literally “that which hits the mark.”
It is a book to spark off thought processes in your own mind and relate to something
in your own situation. These stories, then, are not saying “do as I do” (thank
goodness..) but “here is something to help you think.”

(2) In ancient civilisations, before reading and writing became widespread, stories
were a crucial method of teaching important truths. Because people remember stories
and if they are told a good story, they stand a chance of remembering the truth that
story taught them. These tales of dysfunctional families were not recorded purely for
entertainment, in the days before Eastenders but because they had truths to teach.

(3) The book of Genesis has been called “a book of relationships.” It explores the
relationship between God and the natural world; the relationship between God and the
human race; and the relationships of human beings with each other. And relationships
are never static. They change and grow and develop. The longer you remain in a
relationship, the better you come to understand yourself and the other person. So at
this stage in human history- before religion became organised, remember- human
beings came to understand who they were and who God was by the gradual
development of an ongoing relationship with him and the book of Genesis is the story
of this developing relationship.

So-what do we learn from the Patriarchs, then?

For a lot of people, these stories must bring a certain sense of relief. The Bible is not,
after all, about men and women who always got everything right. And good, old-
fashioned Biblical family values” are not, after all, that set of rules for an ideal family
structure which the church has been in the habit of wrapping up neatly and hurling
like a brick at unmarried mothers, fathers separated from their children, divorced men
and women seeking to re-marry, step-parents and children giving each other a hard
time, people confused about their sexuality: you have not kept to the rules, go away.
Even in today’s culture I am still regularly dismayed by people who honestly believe
that their less-than-ideal family situation disqualifies them from attending church. The
life-stories of the Patriarchs should at least knock that concept on the head.

On the other hand though, these stories do not play down the need for love, loyalty
and commitment in human relationships. The pain and bitterness of betrayal comes



out very clearly; the jealousy and sense of inadequacy when people are in a state of
perpetual competition; the grief and remorse when you know you have messed up
someone else’s life, the confusion and anger that are handed down from parent to
child, each generation suffering for the sins of the one before: all of this is presented
with no holds barred. The book of Genesis is not a book of licence to do whatever you
want. It is a tale of learning the hard way just how big and how explosive a force
human love can be and not to be taken lightly.

Genesis “hits the mark™ in our own experience of failed relationships; it shares the
stories of people who made the same mistakes as we do and felt the same pain; it
traces the long and often rocky path of human relationships. There is something there
for all of us.
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And what about God then? Where does He come into this?

We heard the story of Jacob’s famous vision of the stairway to heaven. It was one of
those moments of ecstasy when you somehow feel lifted above ordinary life and your
own problems and God’s in his heaven, all’s well with the world. We know these
moments of sudden, intense, inexplicable joy. The surprising aspect of Jacob’s
experience is that it happened when he was on the run after cheating his brother. He
was scared stiff, feeling totally isolated from his family and had no idea where he was
going or what would happen to him. Yet even in this bleakness he saw the stairway to
heaven and he heard God’s voice speaking to him. He was not alone after all. Despite
everything he had done, he still had one friend in the world and a destiny to follow.

His second encounter with God was more like a moment of confrontation, when it
seems that everything has gone wrong in your life, everything taken from you, the
world is black and pointless and you just want someone there to scream at. And when
you have finished screaming at them, you want to hit them hard.

For Jacob this came years later, when life had knocked him about a bit: he had been
cheated, just as he had cheated; his family life was getting more complicated and he
felt helpless to sort it all out; he was going home but he had no idea what kind of a
reception he would get. And when he met this mysterious figure in the night he took
out all the guilt and the fear, the anger and the pain on him. And you are not leaving
here until you have blessed me, he says, holding the other in an arm lock.

Well done, says the other, you've fought with God, you’ve fought with life, you’ve
fought with yourself and you are still on your feet.

The stranger was God and what Jacob learned then was that God would never
abandon him. He might fight him but he would never simply turn round and walk
away. And perhaps that is the most important thing we ever need to know in a
relationship- that the other person will never walk away. They might, quite rightly,
not allow us to trample all over them. They might stand up to us when we try it. They
might tell us exactly what they think of us when we are out of order but they will
never abandon us. That was the kind of security God gave to Jacob. That was what he
gave to Abraham, Isaac and Joseph. They came to understand that there was a source
of powerful love in their lives which would always be there for them.

And this, perhaps is the best “old-fashioned Biblical family value” that can be handed
on to Alexa and to the other children in our care. We can and we should teach them
the values and standards of close, stable family units but we also have to allow for the
pressures, the provocations, the weaknesses, the misfortunes which can cause those



stable family units to crack up. And generations of people taking out their anger and
guilt, their inadequacy and pain on their children and their children’s children help no-
one. We need to give our children hope and belief in the power of God’s love at the
very heart of human life. This is what will help them to create strong relationships,
build stable families and restore some sense of community to a fragmented society.
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The last story of the Patriarchs is that of Joseph, which you must all know from “The
Amazing Technicolour Dreamcoat.” After being sold as a slave, he rose to be Prime
Minister of Egypt. He had a warning that famine was coming and so took steps to
prepare for this by storing up vast supplies of food during good years. When his
brothers turned up to buy food and recognised him, he forgave them the wrong they
had done and said that God had turned even their crime and his stupid behaviour to
good account because now he, Joseph, had been able to save thousands of people
from dying of starvation.

So at the end of the book of Genesis, we see the relationship of God with the natural
world; the relationship of God with the human race; the relationships of human being
with one another all come together and reach a stage of maturity.

The natural world is not seen any longer as a random chance but as a work of loving
genius. There are many dangers and mysteries in it but there is also understanding and
creativity. Joseph moved on from the fatalistic attitude of “whatever will be, will be”
and accepted the guidance of God in ensuring that people did not go hungry during
years of famine. Joseph had also moved on from the “eye for an eye, tooth for a
tooth” attitude, which perpetuates hatred and violence into future generations and
found it in himself to forgive his brothers and set them all free from the guilt and
resentment they had been carrying. And finally he had moved on from seeing God as
an occasional intrusion into his life and accepted him as a guiding power and
inspiration throughout his journey: from pampered child to helpless slave to
despairing prisoner to powerful Prime Minister.

At the end of the book we see stable homes; close-knit families; a fair and well-
ordered society, even some degree of control over the forces of nature and God
recognised and welcomed at the heart of all life.

God’s people, our people. Their story, our story. Their truth, our truth.

So whatever your story, may the stories of the Patriarchs bring you hope and a new
level of trust in God’s love.

Amen.



