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Today's Lesson

Bible Heroes:
Jacob Flubs Up (Repeatedly).
God Forgives Him (Repeatedly).
( Bible Story
"He came to a certain place and camped for the night since the sun had set.  He took one of the stones there, set it under his head and lay down to sleep.  And he dreamed:  A stairway was set on the ground and it reached all the way to the sky; angels of God were going up and going down on it.  Then GOD was right before him, saying, 'I am GOD, the God of Abraham your father and the God of Isaac.  I'm giving the ground on which you are sleeping to you and to your descendants.  Your descendants will be as the dust of the Earth; they'll stretch from west to east and from north to south.  All the families of the Earth will bless themselves in you and your descendants.  Yes.  I'll stay with you, I'll protect you wherever you go, and I'll bring you back to this very ground.  I'll stick with you until I've done everything I promised you.'  Jacob woke up from his sleep.  He said, 'GOD is in this place – truly.  And I didn't even know it!'  He was terrified.  He whispered in awe, 'Incredible.  Wonderful.  Holy.  This is God's House.  This is the Gate of Heaven.'"  Genesis 28:11-17

"Abraham, Isaac and Jacob" is the familiar reference to the patriarchs of the Jewish and Christian faiths.  Truth is, in ancient history, primogeniture was the touchstone for inheritance and family leadership, and Jacob wasn't Isaac's firstborn.  The firstborn was named Esau, and he was born a few minutes before Jacob.  But even though Esau was born first, Jacob followed right behind, with his hand around Esau's heel – trying his best to keep Esau from getting out first.  Esau was covered with hair, so his parents picked a descriptive name for him (Esau means "hairy").  When Jacob was born, holding onto Esau's foot, his ever-creative parents (no book of kids' names?) gave him a name that means "heel."

But why not "Abraham, Isaac and Esau?"  The answer is that until Jacob got his name in the line-up, he never stopped tripping up his brother.  When the twins were still young, Jacob tricked a ravenous Esau into trading away his rights as firstborn for a bowl of stew.  That was quite the deal for Jacob, considering the family's wealth.  Later, when Isaac grew old and wanted to bless his firstborn, Jacob and his mother Rebecca concocted a way for the blind Isaac to bless Jacob, instead.  Esau wasn't too happy about being cheated out of the blessing, and on the night that Jacob dreamt of the ladder leading up to heaven, he was running away from his very unhappy and vengeful older brother.  And still God showed him a stairway to forgiveness.

Jacob was a trickster and a cheat.  He schemed until he became the de facto firstborn:  he got the money and the blessing.  But why did God stick with him, and not only put up with him but also repeat to Jacob a version of the expansive promises he had made to Abraham and Isaac?  One potential reason can be deduced from Jacob's reaction to the dream of the ladder to heaven and God's appearance, quoted at the end of the scripture passage above.  Jacob had the ability to recognize the God of his fathers ("wow, this is really a holy place and God is here"), while Esau hadn't shown such a capacity in his life.  So when God had to decide through which of Isaac's sons to carry out the promises made to Abraham and Isaac, he chose the Heel, notwithstanding his character defects.  (Later, God renamed the Heel "Israel," a name that signifies that Jacob had power with God.)

When we make mistakes or when we hurt others – even intentionally, like Jacob did – God still will forgive us, if we let him.  The real key is to have the capacity to recognize God at work in our lives.  Remembering Jacob's "forgiveness ladder" is a way to embrace God's abundant willingness to forgive. 
( Home Links

· Mistakes and forgiveness.  Ahh, the joys of parenting!
"Forgiveness" sounds positive and relieving, but we only get to feel it when we have made a mistake!  I imagine we'd rather avoid the mistake from the outset.  Childhood is a long course of trial and error.  As parents, one of our main jobs is to help our children learn from their mistakes, not be defined by them.  Offering forgiveness immediately and without hesitation is easier said than done, but it is a necessary component to successful parenting.  If God forgave Jacob for his "gross misconduct" – lying, cheating and stealing – we ought to be able to find it in ourselves to forgive our kids for their little flub-ups, too!  As always, be the model!  Speaking the words, "I forgive you," is a powerful way to send a message.  Sure, even if we didn't say the words, our kids would figure out when the storm had passed by – but let them experience the relief of knowing that they are forgiven, and don't have to "own" that mistake in the future.

· Sometimes we're the ones who need forgiveness (shocking!).
Who me, make a mistake?  Yep.  Parents are not perfect people – try as we might.  When you flub up, ask your child for forgiveness (if she doesn't offer it herself).  Not the wimpy "Mommy is sorry that you feel this way, but you must understand that . . . " or "Daddy didn't really mean to come across that harsh – it's just that you drive me crazy sometimes!"  A straightforward "I made a mistake and I would like to ask you for forgiveness," is what will do the job best.  This doesn't mean the inmates are running the prison, mind you, but that you are allowing your child an up-close and personal look at the power of forgiveness.  If she gets this, she may be a ways down the road to understanding and identifying with God.  He isn't resentful when he forgives us; he does it joyfully, hoping that we'll accept.

Prayer for the week

· Pray with your child, and let him hear you say,

"Thank you, God, for the story of Jacob and your assurance of forgiveness.  When we make mistakes in our lives, remind us of Jacob's forgiveness ladder and the confidence we can have in your forgiveness.  Help us to remember to forgive others when they do something hurtful to us, too.  Amen."
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