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 These are the descendants of Isaac, Abraham’s son: 

Abraham was the father of Isaac, and Isaac was forty years old 

when he married Rebekah, daughter of Bethuel the Aramean of 

Paddan-aram, sister of Laban the Aramean.   

Isaac prayed to the Lord for his wife, because she was 

barren; and the Lord granted his prayer, and his wife Rebekah 

conceived.   

The children struggled together within her; and she said,  

“If it’s to be this way, why do I live?”  So she went to inquire of 

the Lord.   

And the Lord said to her, “Two nations are in your womb, 

and two peoples born of you shall be divided; the one shall be 

stronger than the other, the elder shall serve the younger.”   

When her time to give birth was at hand, there were twins in 

her womb.  The first came out red, all his body like a hairy 

mantle; so they named him Esau.   

Afterward his brother came out, with his hand gripping 

Esau’s heel; so he was named Jacob.   

Isaac was sixty years old when she bore them.  When the 

boys grew up, Esau was a skillful hunter, a man of the field, while 

Jacob was a quiet man, living in tents.   

Isaac loved Esau, because he was fond of game; but Rebekah 

loved Jacob.  

Once when Jacob was cooking a stew, Esau came in from the 

field, and he was famished.  Esau said to Jacob, “Let me eat some 

of that red stuff, for I’m famished!” (Therefore he was called 

Edom.)   

Jacob said, “First sell me your birthright.”   

Esau said, “I’m about to die; of what use is a birthright to 

me?”   

Jacob said, “Swear to me first.”   

So he swore to him, and sold his birthright to Jacob.   

Then Jacob gave Esau bread and lentil stew, and he ate and 

drank, and rose and went his way.   

Thus Esau despised his birthright.  



You and I try to be nice.  We are friendly.  We smile. We are 

kind.  But some people make it hard. Ministers are not supposed 

to say this, but some people are so annoying.   

People who park illegally, up on the sidewalk, and get away 

with it.  People on the subway who put their phone on speaker.  

And it is never the conversation you want to listen in on.  People 

whose phones ring during worship.  People who cut in line are 

annoying. 

 I heard a person in line at Five Guys announce he is a 

vegetarian.  He is annoying.  People who stand in the middle of 

the escalator. People who do not know what a spoiler alert is, 

who insist on telling you that Wonder Woman’s boyfriend dies. 

The list of annoying people includes the scam artists who sell 

tickets to unsuspecting tourists on the Liberty Cruise that does not, 

in spite of its name, dock at Liberty Island.  How mean do you 

have to be to do that?  “Give me your tired, your poor, your 

huddled masses,” and I will take their money. 

People who use the Bible as an instrument of discrimination, 

self-congratulation, and exclusion are annoying.  Religious 

fundamentalists who insist that marriage in the Bible is between 

one man and one woman, while ignoring how many wives 

Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Esau, David, and Solomon had.  They 

average more than 100 wives each, and yet no one is saying, 

“Marriage in the Bible is the sacred covenant between one man 

and his 100 wives.”     

People who say they are Christians, but never do anything to 

help the hungry. 

The list of annoying people includes those who do not wait 

for their turn to speak, because whatever they are saying is so 

much more important than whatever you are saying, even though 

they have already said what they are saying four times and it has 

not been smart any of the four. 

Parents who complain when their child does not get the part 

of Evan Hansen in the school play are annoying.  

Bullies, selfish and inconsiderate, trying to make others feel 

bad.  Spiteful people who want everyone to be as miserable as 



they are.  People who say one thing to your face and something 

else when you are not around.  People who nitpick everything 

because they have appointed themselves the editors of everything. 

 Some people are hard to take—bigoted fathers, lying sisters, 

and narrow-minded people who do not want to understand anyone 

else’s opinion.  

Those who start sentences with “I’m not a racist, but” and 

you know the rest of that sentence is going to be racist.   

People who deny climate change.  What part of melting 

glaciers do you not get?  2014 sets a global temperature record, 

which is broken in 2015, and broken again in 2016.  We have 

alarming increases in drought, flood, and wildfire.  No credible 

scientists deny global warming, but risking the planet is profitable.   

 Some, but not most, politicians are hard to take.  Those 

politicians whose goal is power, who are willing to lie, who 

mislead people into voting for them, who sell their votes to 

organizations who are not helping the ones who need help.     

 Those politicians who have contempt for the ones they are 

supposed to serve, who court the votes of the working-class and 

then vote to cancel health care for older, poorer, and sicker 

Americans, who run as populists and then serve only the wealthy 

at the cost of the poor, promising to bring back jobs that are not 

coming back.   

Those politicians who try to out tough one another by 

passing breathtakingly severe sentencing laws that they know will 

make things worse, by turning low-level non-violent drug 

offenders into violent ones.  These politicians realize that longer 

sentences do not reduce crime and do not increase public safety.   

The evidence shows they do the opposite, but staying in office is 

more important to some than doing their job. And maybe, even 

more annoying, preachers who start complaining about politicians 

and cannot stop themselves.   

 Some people are evil.  Husbands who hit their wives, liars, 

thieves, child molesters, drunk drivers, and terrorists. 

Just this month Boko Haram raids a village in Nigeria, kills 

ten, and kidnaps six, four aid workers in Kenya die when their car 



hits a land mine, three peacekeepers in Mali are murdered, three 

worshippers in Afghanistan are killed while praying at a mosque, 

a female suicide bomber in Iraq kills 30 people in a market.  In the 

first two weeks of June there were 60 attacks labeled as terrorism. 

 How can any person be so wicked as to slaughter innocent 

people?  Some people are evil.  And it is hard to know how to 

respond.  We are supposed to get angry at injustice, feel disgust at 

greed, want goodness to prevail, but anything that leaves us more 

full of judgment, more disconnected from one another, that leaves 

us feeling superior is not from God, and we should find a better 

way.   

 When we read the stories in the Bible we want to think that 

the bad guys that God loves are irritating, but they are not.  They 

are wicked.   

Jacob is not mischievous.  He is evil.  Jacob is bad from the 

start.  He fights with his brother in the womb.  His mother knows 

he is trouble.   

At eight months pregnant she wishes she was dead.  When 

she prays, God says, “Your children are going to be butting heads 

for generations.”   

 When he is born, Jacob is grabbing Esau’s heel.  They name 

him Jacob, usually translated “thief,” but it could be interpreted 

“heel” which also fits.   

His father has good reasons for never liking him.  Jacob acts 

horribly towards his brother.  Esau is starving when Jacob offers 

him food, by saying, “First, give me the legal rights that come 

with being the firstborn.”   

The writer of Genesis says Esau is starving.  He thinks he is 

going to die.  This is standing on the dock with a life preserver 

and negotiating with a drowning person, “I’ll throw you the life 

jacket for a thousand dollars.”  

 When Jacob’s forty years old—most thieves reform before 

they are forty—he tricks his father, who is showing signs of 

dementia, into giving him the blessing that belongs to Esau.  How 

would you respond if your brother went to your senile father on 

his deathbed, lied to him, and had you written out of the will?   



Esau decides to kill his brother.  If he had done it, the jury would 

have given Esau probation. 

 Jacob goes into hiding.  He gets married and on his 

honeymoon tells his new wife that he wants her sister and not her.  

Jacob steals from his father-in-law and has to escape again. 

 Jacob is not irritating. He is a criminal, a liar, and a thief.   

If we were writing the story, Jacob would go to prison.  He should 

not get away with what he does.   

And yet the writer says that this is one God loves.  God sees 

something in Jacob that no one else sees.  God appears to Jacob in 

a dream and says, “Know that I am with you and will keep you 

wherever you go, and will bring you back to this land; for I will 

not leave you until I have done what I have promised you.” 

This lying thief does not have any of the redeeming qualities 

of his grandfather Abraham, yet God loves him.   

Jacob steals his family blind, gets away with it, and goes on 

to become the father of the twelve tribes of Israel.  God looks at 

this evil person and sees one worth redeeming. 

 Do you remember Jesus’ story of the shepherd looking for 

the lost sheep?  The shepherd leaves 99 good sheep to go find the 

one that is causing trouble.  Jacob is the one.  King David the 

murderer, he is one.  Saint Paul, who was a terrorist to the early 

Christians, he is one.  

 Could it be that, according to Jesus, God would go to thieves 

and offer forgiveness?  Could there be more joy in heaven over 

one terrorist repenting than over 99 righteous people like us?  That 

is hard to take. 

In the Gospels, Jesus spends a lot of time with terrible 

people.  He is annoyed at times, but he keeps going to dinner with 

them, keeps listening to them, and keeps forgiving them.  Jesus 

says that we are supposed to love our enemies, even if they are 

irritating, even if they are evil.  We are to be merciful even as God 

is merciful.     

 We have a hard time accepting that God loves people who do 

bad things.  I wish God felt like I feel.  There is a part of me that 



wants to call down fire on anyone who thinks violence is 

acceptable.   

 Like it or not, God sees people who do horrible things 

different than we do.  We find it hard to imagine what leads 

someone to act in evil ways, but we are supposed to try.  We need 

to think about what it is like to be our adversary.  We are not to 

excuse evil, but we need to attempt to understand. 

 How does it change what you think when you learn a 

terrorist is a suicide bomber?  It is unfathomable for us, but some 

terrorists believe that what they are doing is right.  Some have 

such a poisonous misinterpretation of God that they really think 

they are doing what God wants them to do.  How broken do you 

have to be to be a suicide bomber?    It is too terrible to 

understand.  

So let us take it down several notches.  What does it mean 

when you find out that the annoying person talking loudly on the 

phone is going through a divorce?  That the person parked 

illegally has a broken leg?  That the child molester was molested 

as a child?  That the bad parent was abused?  That the drunk 

driver just learned that he has cancer? 

 In a world of indefensible wickedness, we should not excuse 

evil, but we should try to see more like God does, because the 

hard truth is that God loves our enemies.   

The Bible says over and over again that God is a friend to 

people we despise, that God loves the unlovable.  Obviously, the 

terrorist has to lay aside their bombs, the thief has to stop stealing, 

the liar must be honest, the greedy must be generous, the war 

makers must be peacemakers, and the sinners must repent.  But 

hope does not begin with our repentance.  The hope is God’s love.   

Yesterday was the second anniversary of the slaughter of 

nine people at Mother Emanuel Church in Charleston, South 

Carolina.  Their relatives have offered forgiveness.  They refuse to 

be destroyed by hatred.   

In the 1990s in South Africa, during the hearings by the 

Truth and Reconciliation Commission, a woman confronted the 

man who had burned her husband and son in front of her.   



The commission asked her, “What should his punishment be?”   

She said, “I want him to be in prison forever, not put to 

death, I want to adopt him, so I can give him the love I can no 

longer give my husband and son.”  She let herself out of jail.   

The same is true of teenage Tibetan nuns tortured in prison 

who prayed for their Chinese guards, held them with mercy 

because they could see that the guards had created lives of 

suffering for themselves.  This is not pity the pity of feeling 

superior to others, but the recognition that we share the human 

family.  (Anne Lamott, Hallelujah Anyway, Riverhead: New 

York, 2017, 56-57). 

 If they can do that, then we can stop being so easily annoyed.  

We can live with a sense of mercy that makes our lives better.  We 

can act with kindness.  We can let the Spirit work in us.   

It is possible, that on rare occasions, you and I are annoying.  

And in those moments we need to remember that love and 

forgiveness come as unmerited gifts from God, God has never 

been in the blame business and who can help us get out of the 

judgment business.   

The grace God offers the disgraceful is the grace God offers 

us.  God, who looks at people who do evil and sees children worth 

loving, believes we are worth loving, too.  God is essentially, 

characteristically, and profoundly gracious.  This is the hard, holy 

truth.   

Grace is for everyone, and so God calls us to live with grace 

toward others.   
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