This week’s story happens toward the end of Jacob’s life.  As we read last week, Jacob’s favorite wife Rachel gives him two sons, Joseph and Benjamin before dying in the second childbirth.  The bible says Jacob favored Joseph; “Now Israel loved Joseph more than any of his other sons, because he had been born to him in his old age; and he made a richly ornamented [a] robe for him. (Genesis 37: 3)”  His brothers hate Joseph because of the favoritism.  This hate takes an extreme form (and I am thankful that we don’t live in the age where this was possible) and the brothers sell Joseph to the slave traders who take Joseph to Egypt.  

You can read from Genesis 37-41 that God blessed Joseph and he ends up being the second in command in Egypt in a time of sever draught.  Everywhere in the region there is famine, except for Egypt where Joseph led the effort of saving the grains in preparation for the draught.  Jacob and his family are suffering, too.  So Jacob sends his sons to buy grains from Egypt but he keeps Benjamin with him out of fear that he might lose him. 

When the brothers see Joseph, they don’t recognize him.  Joseph, without revealing his identity, sends one of the brothers in prison, demanding that the others go back and bring the youngest brother, Benjamin, with them.  The brothers go back and report all this to their father, Jacob.  

Genesis 42:29 – 43:14

 29 When they came to their father Jacob in the land of Canaan, they told him all that had happened to them. They said, 30 "The man who is lord over the land spoke harshly to us and treated us as though we were spying on the land. 31 But we said to him, 'We are honest men; we are not spies. 32 We were twelve brothers, sons of one father. One is no more, and the youngest is now with our father in Canaan.'

 33 "Then the man who is lord over the land said to us, 'This is how I will know whether you are honest men: Leave one of your brothers here with me, and take food for your starving households and go. 34 But bring your youngest brother to me so I will know that you are not spies but honest men. Then I will give your brother back to you, and you can trade [a] in the land.' "

 35 As they were emptying their sacks, there in each man's sack was his pouch of silver! When they and their father saw the money pouches, they were frightened. 36 Their father Jacob said to them, "You have deprived me of my children. Joseph is no more and Simeon is no more, and now you want to take Benjamin. Everything is against me!"

 37 Then Reuben said to his father, "You may put both of my sons to death if I do not bring him back to you. Entrust him to my care, and I will bring him back."

 38 But Jacob said, "My son will not go down there with you; his brother is dead and he is the only one left. If harm comes to him on the journey you are taking, you will bring my gray head down to the grave [b] in sorrow."
Genesis 43

 1 Now the famine was still severe in the land. 2 So when they had eaten all the grain they had brought from Egypt, their father said to them, "Go back and buy us a little more food."

 3 But Judah said to him, "The man warned us solemnly, 'You will not see my face again unless your brother is with you.' 4 If you will send our brother along with us, we will go down and buy food for you. 5 But if you will not send him, we will not go down, because the man said to us, 'You will not see my face again unless your brother is with you.' "

 6 Israel asked, "Why did you bring this trouble on me by telling the man you had another brother?"

 7 They replied, "The man questioned us closely about ourselves and our family. 'Is your father still living?' he asked us. 'Do you have another brother?' We simply answered his questions. How were we to know he would say, 'Bring your brother down here'?"

 8 Then Judah said to Israel his father, "Send the boy along with me and we will go at once, so that we and you and our children may live and not die. 9 I myself will guarantee his safety; you can hold me personally responsible for him. If I do not bring him back to you and set him here before you, I will bear the blame before you all my life. 10 As it is, if we had not delayed, we could have gone and returned twice."

 11 Then their father Israel said to them, "If it must be, then do this: Put some of the best products of the land in your bags and take them down to the man as a gift—a little balm and a little honey, some spices and myrrh, some pistachio nuts and almonds. 12 Take double the amount of silver with you, for you must return the silver that was put back into the mouths of your sacks. Perhaps it was a mistake. 13 Take your brother also and go back to the man at once. 14 And may God Almighty [a] grant you mercy before the man so that he will let your other brother and Benjamin come back with you. As for me, if I am bereaved, I am bereaved."

Towards the end of his life, Jacob is once again faced with a difficult choice; whether to let his youngest son, the son who gives him joy to live, go to Egypt with his brothers.  He has already lost one of his sons, Joseph whom he favored.  He feels that he will die if he loses Benjamin too.  At first, he tightly holds on to Benjamin.  His old habits are back. He says “Everything is against me”.  He feels that life is out to get him.

It may or may not be intentional that the author refers to him as Jacob instead of Israel in this account.  We have mentioned Jacob’s transformation in this sermon series and reflection guides that God has changed his name to Israel.  Jacob means “he deceives” whereas Israel means “he who struggles with God.”  It is the story of his transformation as the deceiver and schemer who tries to cheat the hand life dealt him to someone who trusts God and seeks the path God has set before him.  

But here in this passage, faced with the possibility of losing Benjamin, Jacob at first tightens his fist and says ‘no way’.  

Then the reality sinks in.  The whole family will starve to death if he doesn’t let Benjamin go with the other brothers.  He might lose Benjamin if he lets him go to Egypt.  He WILL lose Benjamin and the whole household if he doesn’t let him go.  That would mean losing out on God’s promise of blessings that his descendants would mulply and occupy the land that God has given him. 

Jacob decides to let go.  He accepts the reality and says; “if it must be, then do this”.  He proactively plans their trip to have the best odds at saving his sons.  He tells them to bring gifts, double the money, etc.  Then he prays that God would grant compassion for them.  He also prepares himself to accept the outcome of that trip, whichever way it goes: “if I am bereaved, I am bereaved”.  

He acts like Israel again just as the author starts to refer him as Israel.  He faces and accepts the reality, and submits to God by still believing that He is good.  Israel owns his life by proactively working for the future and at the same time letting go of the control over the most treasured thing in his life.  He lives in the tension.  

But at the same time, it doesn’t seem like a tension at all.  Because he is able to actively work to improve the outcome because he had faith in God’s goodness.  Otherwise, he would have been paralyzed with the fear of losing Benjamin.  But he is able to let go of his control over Benjamin because of his faith in God’s promises.  He believed that God intended his family to live.  Faith enabled him to face the reality.  And faith empowered him to overcome the reality. 

This makes me think about me, my life, the choices that I make in life and the choices that I don’t make.  The way sometimes I hold on too tightly when I need to let go.  The way I sit passively when I need to take action.  How would I be different if I truly believed that God is good to me and it will all be ok? 

Questions to ponder:

1. In crisis, Jacob digresses to his old way of thinking: “everything is against me!”  Can I relate to it?  Where do my thoughts go when I am faced with a crisis?

2. What do I do when I think those thoughts?  What do I do in times of crisis?

3. What would I do if I believed that God is on my side and He is good to me?

