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I can only imagine the look on Jacob’s face when he realizes that seven years of labor has resulted in his consummating a marriage to the wrong woman. In so many words, as his eyes narrowed and his brow took on its deepest furrows, he had to have yelled at Laban, “That’s Not the Deal We Made!!” He may have come close to pummeling his deceptive new father-in-law—Jacob was known, after all, for wrestling. Seven years of labor, and the agreement was nixed.
Though this morning’s sermon title must seem a little too applicable to the current climate in our government and politics, I hope that after hearing the Genesis narrative of Laban and Jacob and Leah and Rachel—I hope that it is clear that the sermon title was generated quite directly from the dynamics of the biblical context.
And isn’t this exactly why the sages through the ages kept the scriptures around? There is always so much raw, unfettered truth about human nature that is lodged in these stories. There is so much of ourselves, at our most noble and at our most ignoble, that the scriptures shine light upon. There is a timelessness that we rediscover when we are faced with what seems to us a new challenge, but wisdom can be found in the Bible, from generation to generation.
And in each reading of our sacred texts, new hope springs forth that we will, the next time around, get it a little more right.
The story of Laban and Jacob and Leah and Rachel is evidence that history repeats itself. If it didn’t have an R rating in its details, this would be a great story to share with young people as a lesson in “do unto others as you would have done to you” (Leviticus 19:18).
Here we need a refresher for our collective memory: Jacob was the younger of two brothers. Jacob’s older brother Esau was the one in the family, who by tradition, was to receive his father’s inheritance. It was in the dark that Jacob fooled his father into giving Jacob the inheritance instead of Esau. Just as Jacob had turned the tables on his sibling, so Laban did in the dark of night with Jacob. Turn about, it seemed, was fair play.
We can easily walk away from this story, and decide that it’s wrapped up. That’s it – we are just hearing the continuation of a story that is about giving Jacob a taste of his own medicine. You, Jacob, you thought that you could beat the system as the younger child and get what was coming to the older child. Now, when you decide that you want to marry the younger sister, no deal. Laban declares, “This is not done in our country.”
We modern folks can also distance ourselves from this story by our disdain for the treatment of the women within it. What lessons can we possibly derive from a culture in which exchanging women like chattel and polygamy seem nothing more than window dressing on the soap opera that is the book of Genesis? This story, we might think at a distance, shows exactly why polygamy is a bad idea, right there in verse 30, “[Jacob] loved Rachel more than Leah.” The proof seems to be in the pudding.
Modernity might force us to embrace Laban’s phrase about what is not done in this country, if we pause a moment in central Oklahoma City, and now, sadly, in Oslo.
To dismiss this story as archaic and inapplicable to our twenty-first century reality is something that we can only do if we over-simplify the story. The saga of Jacob and his family – his large, complicated, dysfunctional, and therefore very real family – lodges in scripture as a brilliant reflection of the messes that human beings are so good at making. At our most creative, human beings make deals like the Iroquois nations developed—a kind of peace among themselves five hundred years before Europeans arrived and later could have learned a lot from. At our most creative, human beings make deals like the Indian Removal Act of 1831, which led to what is now called the Trail of Tears, the forced removal of 46,000 Native Americans from their homelands. Instead of learning from history, Americans continue to promote a culture in which we deny the messiness of life. We somehow think that democracy is going to lead to order.
But that’s not the deal we made. We let all different perspectives and cultures and traditions have a say. The authors of the documents that created the United States of America put the onus on the citizenry to make deals with one another that would encourage bright ideas and reward hard work. Jacob would have fit in with them nicely.

Many influential men in the era of the American Revolution were Presbyterian, and so they understood the theology of a priesthood of all believers—the idea that John Calvin articulated which affirms that everyone has a calling from God. Callings are not just for clergy. All can serve God in our societies in a variety of ways with our varieties of God-given talents and skills.
On the occasion of the 4th of July this year, Kenneth Davis wrote an op-ed piece titled “Why [the] U.S. is not a Christian Nation.” Davis made a name for himself some 20 years ago with his book titled “Don’t Know Much about History.” In this vein, Davis used Independence Day to remind modern Americans of the Founding Father’s deep commitment to a government free from formal attachment to any one faith tradition; and quid pro quo: people of faith in America are not beholden to a government-endorsed or supported religious structure or doctrines.

Davis says that Americans’ reverence for freedom is so serious and fundamental that he called documents like the Constitution and the Declaration of Independence “American scripture.” One of what, so far, in our history, is an irrevocable deal that we have made is that the conflation of church and state is not done in this country.
But that doesn’t mean that it won’t be messy, that all of the different deals we have made will not involve really hard, on-going, decade after decade service to our ideals and many, many rancorous debates and disagreements everywhere from the kitchen table to Capitol Hill. We serve our seven years for the deals we have made, over and over again: via military service, via paying taxes, by volunteering for non-profits, and via civil service. These deals definitely mean doing unto others as you would have done unto you.
A friend of mine told me that, while her children were growing up, she and her husband, who was a talented actor but who had very limited insurance benefits had a creative way to get dental care for the family: their dentist was more than happy to swap cleanings and cavity fillings for tickets to the Guthrie. Somehow I think we could use a little more of this kind of bartering in our society, to remind us of how much we really value the deals that we have made, and to force us to take a hard look at what traditions we choose to perpetuate.

What if we exchanged our labor and our talents for what we love? My husband, for example, is a real whiz at hanging ceiling fans and putting together furniture from IKEA. I think he would happily do either or both of these things in exchange for other things that, were he to undertake them himself, would be disastrous, such as haircuts and tailoring clothes.
By having money as the primary way we facilitate the exchange of goods and services, we are less likely to think about how much we value the work we all do in our life together. After the 35W Bridge collapsed, I was not alone in my increased appreciation for my husband’s profession as a civil engineer. Codes have been developed through the decades so that there can be a collective agreement between civil engineers and the rest of us: you, engineers, design structures, and we, the citizenry, pay you, and what you design does not fall down. If it falls down, that’s not the deal we made.

But we don’t say this day in and day out. I don’t say to my husband when he comes home from work every night, “let’s shake on that agreement we have about bridges and retaining walls not falling down.” Whether it’s about a structure he designed, or the safe decision he and others made while driving on 394 so that he made it home, or that the foods he picked up at the grocery store for our daughter had the proper nutritional value that she needs---he and I have thousands of deals that we have made in our life together, and we don’t say even 1% of them out loud.

All relationships have layers upon layers of deals – agreements, covenants, contracts, understandings that maintain and respect the people involved. As far as Laban was concerned, there was a greater agreement that he was beholden to. He may have had an understanding with Jacob about Jacob working for seven years to marry Rachel, but over those seven years, there is little doubt that Laban’s family members, Laban’s neighbors, and Laban’s tribe let him know that the agreement with Jacob just wasn’t going to fly. Allowing the younger daughter Rachel to marry before the older daughter Leah would break too many OTHER agreements that the larger community had -- it was tradition. It was culture. It was the way it was done in their county.

By bringing this dilemma of two deals through history, scripture gives us the opportunity to discern how and why we give importance to the deals that we make.

A documentary debuted on cable television earlier this month called “Citizen USA.”
 The filmmakers went to all 50 states and filmed naturalization ceremonies – from big states like California to small states like Connecticut, from modest courtrooms to huge auditoriums, they let the cameras roll during 50 official moments when thousands of people stood up and agreed to certain ideals and laws, and therefore became citizens of the United States of America.

In addition to filming the naturalization ceremonies, the filmmakers interviewed dozens of the new citizens. When asked what she loves about America, one woman answered 911. I love that you can call and they will come.

I know how she feels. When our house alarm went off a couple of months ago, I didn’t cry at the sound of the alarm—what brought tears to my eyes was when I looked out the window and the Minneapolis police cruisers came tearing down my street, coming to our house as fast as they possibly could, regardless of who we were and what circumstances we were in, simply because we said we needed help.

Dr. Everett Goodwin, a third-generation Baptist minister, edited a book titled Baptists in the Balance: The Tension between Freedom and Responsibility. The book is a fantastic resource for Baptists and non-Baptists alike. It helps Baptists understand themselves and one another, and helps non-Baptists appreciate a tradition that has been intricately linked with the larger history of America for the past three centuries. But my favorite part of the book is the dedication, which Dr. Goodwin wrote to his wife, followed by an explanation. It reads: “To Jane Gray Goodwin As a result of our marriage she became a Baptist. Since then she has encouraged me to celebrate the best and to endure the worst of being one.”
If I had to write a dedication, a sort of mini-love letter to America, I would write a similar dedication. Like everyone else, I watch and listen to the great strife our elected leaders are engaged in, which is a reflection of ourselves, and I feel helpless and on the brink of hopeless. I feel like Laban, caught between connections and agreements – all those deals I have made with some family members, and deals I have made with other family members, some of whom are not citizens of this country.
And because I hold the Bible as scripture that is above even American scripture, my dedication might go something like this: “To my home nation As a result of my birth, I became an American. Since then, you have encouraged me to celebrate the best and to endure the worst of being one. By God’s grace and our mutual forbearance, when I call 911, someone comes. If someone didn’t, that’s not the deal we made. By God’s grace, things are messy and contentious, and our mutual forbearance seems all but lost. No one said that this is not also the deal we made. This is how it is done in my country, and somehow, through it all, I will try to remember to give thanks to God. Amen.”
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