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Sixteenth Sunday in Ordinary Time, A
God’s Unlikely Chosen

July 22, 2012
Pastor Samuel B. Adams

Genesis 28:10-19a, Romans 8:12-25, Matthew 13:24-30, 36-43

God is full of surprises.  Today’s charming story about Jacob from the Book of Genesis
has its own collection of them.  This compelling narrative must have been a favorite among the
people who gathered on cool nights and told their faith stories as they warmed their bodies
around desert campfires.  

This technicolor drama comes complete with quirky details and visual special effects that
would do the Harry Potter franchise proud.  We begin with a stone pillow.  Add a ladder, a
stairway, ascending into the heavens, and God’s messengers moving up and down.  And then,
abruptly, the voice of God addresses our terrified pilgrim.  The element of surprise provides
energy to drive this story.  

That God would be in this empty, lonely desert place is the first surprise.  People of
Jacob’s time preferred to think their gods were quite local.  One lived here on a mountain, another
in a cave some miles off.  To seek their favor, you went to their territory and waited there.  But
Yahweh, I AM, the God of Abraham and Sarah found people where they were.  Remember their
story, how this God met that elderly couple at a campsite on the road and surprised them with an
unbelievable tale about bearing a child?  And, miraculously, it happened.  

The next surprise.  God sought out Jacob, their grandson, the second son of that
improbable child.  The cycle of stories about Jacob makes very clear that Jacob did not earn
God’s favor by his character.  He is one of the sleaziest operatives in the Biblical narratives. 
Think about it.  He conspired with his mother to cheat his brother and lie to his father.  Then he
ran away to escape the consequences.  God caught up with the scoundrel hightailing it away from
his older brother’s anger.  Exhausted from his frantic travels, he stopped for the night.  Here
Jacob, like his emigrating grandparents, met God.  On the road.  On the journey.  God spoke
forcefully, not to punish him, but to call him.  As we are embarking on our interim journey, it’s
truly a hopeful thought that God is waiting to meet us on the way.

It is a real surprise that God chose him.  Jacob.  Over his honest – if a little less clever –
brother, Esau.  The key is that he was chosen for God’s purpose.  And God’s purpose often defies
the best of human logic.  Jacob was chosen as custodian of God’s promise to his grandparents and
his parents.  Jacob was the one through whom the promise to Abraham and Sarah would come to
fulfillment.  Jacob – renamed Israel – fathered twelve sons, and a special nation, the people of
God.  God must have seen in him qualities that would prepare him to fulfill this awesome role.  

That was the outcome of his troubled night of dreaming.  He was the one.  God had
chosen him, renamed him Israel, the name for a nation yet to be.  But his character defects
remained.  He went on to trick his father-in-law with little sign of regret.  Counter to the norms of
his culture, he maneuvered his sons by his favorite wife, Rachel, into prominence over their older
brothers.
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But here is the fundamental surprise that confronts us.  God’s realm operates by a code of
its own, one which remains mysterious to us as long as we live.  Paul, in Romans called that code,
that realm, “Spirit.”  It was the Spirit of God whom Jacob – Israel – met in the night.  It was to
serve God’s purposes for God’s people  – for the realm of Spirit – that he was chosen.  

From Old Testament times it was God’s announced purpose to have a chosen people. 
Each generation has among its people, citizens of God’s realm, the realm of Spirit.  Truthfully,
God’s chosen are different from their peers only in that God has graciously claimed them.  They
have the same percentage of scoundrels, thieves, usurpers and manipulators as any human society. 
Just like Jacob, himself.  But these are the bearers of God’s promise.  Custodians.  Stewards.  

This realm of Spirit is here.  Now.  We – its citizens for our time – live in two realms.  We
live daily in the same social system as our neighbors.  Our human world has its own rules,
insights, and expectations.  This reality Paul called “Flesh.”  Do not be confused.  Paul’s
discourse about Spirit and Flesh is not about human bodies, at war with divinely planted souls
struggling within us.  Nor is it about human sexuality.  Paul’s verbal image depicts two realities
that exist side by side in tension with each other.  The world of flesh, where human purposes
predominate. The world of Spirit, where God is in charge.  Our lives have been claimed for God’s
purposes.  

Matthew is the only one of the gospel writers who gives us today’s parable, where two
competing planters each seed the same field; one with good seed, the other with bad seed.  That
he was not talking about farming is clear.  In our yards weeds grow because their seeds are
already in the soil, or the wind deposits them there.  Listen as Jesus explains this image, to teach
us about two very different realities alive and growing, side by side. 

“The one who sows the good seed is the Son of Man; the field is the world, and the
good seed are the children of the kingdom; the weeds are the children of the evil one,
and the enemy who sowed them is the devil; the harvest is the end of the age, and the
reapers are angels.” 

Paul helps us understand this dualistic jigsaw puzzle.  He was writing to a small
fellowship of believers in Jesus who were trying to live their faith in Rome, the premier city that
ruled the human world.  Here Caesars were worshiped as gods.  Those believers knew full well
that their faith called them to a life radically different from that of their neighbors.  For us who
live in the nearest equivalent to the Roman empire in the early twenty first century, the competing
loyalties in our lives are often much harder to see.  Our eyes have grown used to life as we see it
on You Tube and TV.  Our ears have grown used to the self serving speeches of many of our
nation’s leaders, no matter what political affiliation they claim, or whether we share it.

Paul had it right.  As followers of the Risen Christ, our loyalty is divided.  The teachings
that give meaning to our life are elsewhere.  We are citizens of both realms.  We are still here on
the skirts of one our world’s premier cities where daily decisions shape the lives of people in
many nations.  We live all our days as citizens of this world that Paul called “Flesh.”   And then
we come aside to nurture our other citizenship in this small outpost of the realm of Spirit.

Here we affirm our “Spirit” life, as part of the family of God.  Jesus, the new Israel – the
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new Jacob – called twelve disciples, his equivalent of the first Jacob’s twelve sons.  The realm of
Spirit was rebooted.  Jesus’ death and rising opened that realm to us.  We are chosen – Paul says
adopted, made heirs of the “realm of Spirit,” that lives alongside the system Paul called “Flesh”. 
Our dual citizenship in the realm of Spirit is God’s gift.  

So, here we are, the new generation of the children of Abraham and Sarah, of Isaac and
Rebekah, of Jacob, Leah, and Rachel, and the twelve sons.  We are the children of the promise. 
Specifically we are children of the promise recreated in Jesus, the Christ.  And that means we are
custodians; stewards of that promise.  As Jacob was in his time.  God has placed the treasured
promise in our care.  For our lifetimes, this promise is ours to fulfill, or to forget.  And the
responsibility is ours.  Not that our purposing God will be thwarted by our failure.  

The spirit’s claim on our life comes with searching questions.  How will we share our
treasured faith stories in a world that thinks it knows them, but lives by different ones?  How will
we care for God’s special ones, the poor, the sick, the troubled, the dying?  How will we find the
resources to meet such need?  

The answer is where it always was.  Waiting for us in the realm of the Spirit.  Where God
indwells us, and continues faithfully to transform us.  It is in the Risen Christ who teaches us how
to love as he did, when – for him – that meant giving everything, even his life.  Listen to the way
that Paul said it.  And let the Spirit whisper it to your innermost self.

“For all who are led by the Spirit of God are children of God.  For you did not
receive a spirit of slavery to fall back into fear, but you have received a spirit of
adoption.  When we cry, ‘Abba! Father!’ it is that very Spirit bearing witness with
our spirit that we are children of God, and if children, then heirs, heirs of God and
joint heirs with Christ – if, in fact, we suffer with him so that we may also be
glorified with him.”

That is awesome news.  Truly a miracle.  When I look at my life, I realize I am as unlikely
a choice as Jacob to be a leader among God’s chosen people.  My particular character defects and
failings are different.  But just as real, and just as toxic.  But God has chosen me, and chosen us. 
Without the technicolor dream God’s Spirit is waiting here to heal us, prepare us, and guide us.  

Today you as a congregation will continue your disciplined practice that acknowledges
our human need for healing, reconciliation and wholeness.  Your special ritual once each month
invites us all to bring our need to God, to invite God to prepare us afresh to be stewards of God’s
promise.  This commitment was part of the draw for Pastor Jan and me to join you in ministry.

At the offertory time Pastor Jan and I will each go to the other for healing prayer and
anointing.  Following Jesus, this practice was central in the earliest church.  We have learned its
power in our lives, too.  Then we will invite all who wish to come to us for prayer – and anointing
if you choose – according to your need.  On our journey toward the future, here is a graced
moment to claim – again – God’s gracious gift.  Thanks be to God!  Amen.


