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Pentecost 6, Preached at SJE during the pandemic, 12 July 2020 
Genesis 25:19-34, Psalm 119:105-112, and Matthew 13:1-9, 18-23. 
© 2020 Maj (ret’d) the Reverend M.B. Oliver, CD, PEng, MEng, RMC 
 
My sisters and brothers in Christ, I speak to you in the name of the Father, the Son 
and the Holy Ghost. Amen. For those of you I haven’t met, my name is Matthew, I’m 
an honorary assistant at St John’s – honorarys are an Anglican construct which 
means I’m licensed as a priest, but I work full-time outside the church as an engineer. 
“licensed to preach but not get paid”. You’ll see me pop up from time to time, 
delighted to be with you today virtually from my secret basement workshop. 
 
The Old Testament and New Testament readings interact in a really interesting way, 
one that has some specific commentary for what we see unfolding in the world around 
us today, and that has to do with power – and I’m not talking about I-squared R power 
(electrical engineering inside joke). I’ll get back to the power discussion in a bit. 
 
Another thing I’m going to come back to throughout this review is the question of what 
Christians are called to do in various world circumstances. I’ll suggest that our default 
setting is defined in the new commandment Jesus leaves at the moment of His arrest 
in John 13: “34 A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another: just as I 
have loved you, you also are to love one another. 35 By this all people will know that you 
are my disciples, if you have love for one another.”” When faced with a question of how 
one responds to any circumstance, if you’re striving to live into a Christ-centred life 
figuring out how you are called to love someone is a good starting point.   
 
In the reading from Genesis 25 we’re continuing to hear the narrative cycle of the birth 
of the nation Israel in the continued unfolding of the family of Abraham picking up with 
Issac, the father of two nations. Those nations are manifest in Issac and Rebekah’s 
twin boys, Jacob and Esau. Esau is the first-born son. Two boys less alike would have 
been a challenge, as we hear Jacob enjoyed spending time quietly, dwelling in the 
tents, his mother Rebekah’s favorite; while Esau was a hunter and “a man of the 
field”, his father’s favorite. The firstborn son would typically inherit the majority of the 
estate. What we have is a prime set-up for intra-family conflict and intrigue. 
 
We hear this confirmed in a prophecy that Rebekah received. Like Issac’s mother 
Sarah, Rebekah could not have children. Unlike Abraham, Rebekah and Issac 
continue to rely on the Lord rather than resorting to ‘alternative means’ to produce an 
heir (Hagar and Ishmael). Issac intercedes before the Lord, and Rebekah conceives 
twins, who fight within her. This must have been an intense struggle as it leads 
Rebekah to approach the Lord herself to ask what the heck is going on. She literally 
says to God, “If so [the struggle in her womb], why do I exist?” She receives in reply 
that “two nations are in your womb, and two peoples from within you shall be divided; 
the one shall be stronger than the other, the older shall serve the younger.” Not what 
you normally expect from a routine ultrasound! The Hebrew here is hidden somewhat 
behind the English translation ‘struggled’. This is an unusual Hebrew verb ‘va-
yitrotsetsu’ (way·yiṯ·rō·ṣă·ṣū) which literally means ‘they crushed, thrust, upon one 
another’.  
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Now this prophecy received by Rebekah starts to tell us something really interesting 
about these two children, and about God’s will in the midst of a tumultuous family 
relationship. Jacob and Rebekah are often viewed negatively because of the coming 
bartering for birthright, and Rebekah’s direction on how Jacob could fool an elderly 
Issac into bestowing on him Esau’s rightful blessing. We have a Godly prophecy 
telling her that ultimately the mightier and elder people will serve the younger. God 
has prefigured the path and has added His blessing to Jacob’s ultimate seniority in 
spite of the rules of the world. This is the hint that there is something different about 
the way power will be used by God, over what the world would expect, one of those 
divine reversals where the established order is turned upside down: why? Why would 
God subvert the human order? Because God is working out a plan that we do not 
understand, usually because we insist on applying our values to God. Red flag for this 
is any thought that goes something like this, “If God is ____, then He would ____.” 
 
The story unfolds and we hear the first part of the younger leading the stronger and 
older as Jacob offers Esau some lentil stew in exchange for his birthright. Esau takes 
him up on the offer. First born sons in this context were considered to have a unique 
sanctity and were the second ranked in the family after the father. Our passage ends 
with a simple line of bulleted verbs about Esau: He ate, he drank, he rose, he went on 
his way. “Thus Esau despised his birthright.”   
 
In spite of Jacob and Rebekah’s scheming to put her favoured son in the best 
circumstance possible, God’s plan (which in this case achieves the same end result) 
follows a different path. Now comes the part where it gets personal. How many times 
do we feel the need to act in our lives because we are sure that God will not bring 
about the resolution that we desire – and then when things fall apart anyway, how 
often do we blame ourselves (if only I had been…smarter, faster, more attentive, 
better) and blame God (He was not there when I needed him)? We catch ourselves in 
these thought traps because we are conditioned to the way the world operates, and 
the way the world uses power and authority. The hero of our world never dies to 
achieve her goals, but succeeds through cleverness and strength in spite of adversity. 
 
You might call this ‘right-handed power’ to contrast it with what Luther and Robert 
Capon refer to as the ‘left handed power’ of God. Right-handed power focuses on the 
use of our intellect, our might, our money to achieve the outcomes we seek. Tony 
Stark fights crime as Ironman, exceptionally powerful through his engineering 
knowledge. This is particularly apparent when we look to nation states. I’ve always 
thought it funny that we teach our children to work things out that ‘might does not 
make right’, and then cast them loose into a world where ‘might does make right’. You 
only have to watch the news one evening to see multiple examples of the use of right-
handed power to support national interests. I’m being careful here to not apply any 
judgements to that use of power, just pointing out that it is apparent around us how it 
is that this world works. When a nation like the USA has a strategic objective that 
cannot be achieved any way except through use of force, their military is deployed. 
When a political leader wants access to a spot for a photo-op, he uses police and tear 
gas to clear the way. When your neighbour discharges their sump pump hose on your 
lawn without your permission, how often to we opt for a call to a bylaw officer over just 
speaking to the person? When you have your heart set on winning a vote for a seat 
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on the UN Security Council, and spend millions campaigning and communicating to 
build support for the vote. These are examples of the right-handed power of this 
world, where authority or force is used to move in a straight line from A to B to achieve 
the desired outcome. What the objective is or if it is ethical or moral are all pretty 
irrelevant to my point: which is the world uses this right-handed approach to make 
things happen. This is the way we are conditioned to think and respond in the 
kingdom of this earth. 
 
That approach was clearly present in the missionary work that went on in Canada 
after first contact. Bringing God to the godless through a variety of means, many 
unpleasant, in order to win more souls for the kingdom. And you have the Residential 
School system and police abducting children to force them to attend those schools  
 
The attitude is still present in many of our Christian organizations where plans develop 
looking far more like secular business strategy than the Bride of Christ. The 
Evangelical Right in the USA, but also to some extent in Canada, looks more like a 
political movement than a body which exists to implement Christ’s new commandment 
to love one another. This is a test we can use to detect if we are using right-handed 
power in our dealings with each other: does it fulfill Christ’s new commandment to 
love one another? Even more important, would someone watching you from outside 
the interaction conclude that you were manifesting a different way of interacting with 
the world, for it is by our love that people will know we are Christ’s disciples. Does the 
outsider recognize in your actions, as the hymn says, “They’ll know we are Christians 
by our love.” Or are we indistinguishable from the society surrounding us? Right-hand 
power works, but almost always requires some severing of or damage to the 
possibility of relationship – this is why the Residential Schools are such a powerful 
illustration of the impact of right-handed power, as Canada is till experiencing the 
violated relationships destroyed by that use of straight-line, right-handed power. 
 
“They’ll know we are Christians by our love” is unfortunately too often not the way we 
appear to the culture. If you’ve experienced church wounds in your past, you’ll know 
that sometimes our faith communities can be as messed up as the culture, but that 
should come as no surprise. This introduction to right-hand power in the narrative of 
Jacob and Esau, and God’s contrary left-handed response to the world sets us up to 
look at what Robert Capon calls the watershed of the Parables, the sower.  
 
Jesus teaches about these seeds dropped and eaten by birds, on rocky ground, 
among thorns and in good soil that produced many times. The reading today skips 
over a middle section –  where the disciples as Jesus why he always teaches in 
parables. His answer is basically that the disciples are going to be “read in” to the 
secrets of heaven, but the parables are intended to mystify everyone else, Jesus 
says, “This is why I speak to them in parables, because seeing they do not see, and 
hearing they do not hear, nor do they understand.” He then proceeds to explain the 
parable of the sower to the disciples, but in truth provides them with more problems to 
understanding. The disciples at this point are still conceiving of the Kingdom of God in 
terms of right-handed power. Jesus will ascend to the throne of David, and rule over 
his people. It goes without saying that the brutish Romans will be displaced along with 
all the temple apparatus and functionaries, and a blessed theocracy will be born with 
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the former occupied nation in charge once again. We know they’re still in a right-
handed mode of thinking as still at Matthew 20 the mother of the sons of Zebedee will 
ask Jesus for her sons to sit at his right and left “when he comes into his kingdom”. 
Jesus responds to that request with a contrast between left- and right-handed power, 
saying that those who rule must be servants. The disciples don’t start to get this until 
after the crucifixion, so its likely this parable, reflecting the mystery of God’s agency in 
the Creation, even once explained was still perplexing.  
 
I’d also suggest that we get the parable wrong fairly consistently, through 
misunderstandings about God’s agency in the world. I can illustrate this by asking a 
question – which is the best planting of the four? Like me, your minds went to the 
good soil, with production of 30, 60 or 100-fold. Even as an urbanites we appreciate 
that when you plant peas you expect to get more than 1 pea back from each plant, 
and isn’t production a good objective as pay-back for the hard work of planting? You 
see, this is the right-handed trap of the parable of the sower as it immediately pulls us 
into a productivity narrative which fits well with Western business sensibilities.  
 
What of the seeds in the other three circumstances?  
 
If you look across the other Gospel accounts of this parable, you’ll see that Jesus 
states the seed sewn is the Word of God, that is the seed scattered is Jesus himself 
and the sewer is presumably the Father. The four plantings reflect the totality of the 
world (in the following parable of the weeds Jesus says that the fields are the world). 
Those seeds in the other three plantings do what seeds are intended to do: provide 
food for the birds or germinate and grow on rocky ground or in the midst of thorns. 
That is, the seed as the Word of God, acts in the world in God’s own way and time 
even when it looks to us like these other three plantings have been abject failures by 
any reasonable standard of human farm science. The seed works its role inside all 
parts of God’s kingdom, even where it has less-optimal soil in which to root.  
 
What does it mean when the parable shows us the Jesus, the Word, has already been 
sown in all parts of the world? Well, if you loop back to that exercise of right-handed 
power which was the Residential School system, and the evangelical assumptions 
that drove it, part of the assumption was that Jesus would not be here if not for 
missionaries bringing him to North America. The parable unveils for me how the 
church as a business continues to use right-handed power in order to forward what it 
considers to be God’s mission. What the parable further suggests to me is that the 
use of right-handed power is rarely a Godly undertaking, because of the damage it 
causes to relationships. Work using God’s left-handed power appears mysterious and 
perplexing to the world, as Yann Martel comments in the Life of Pi in Chapter 17:  
 

This Son, on the other hand, who goes hungry, who suffers from thirst, who 
gets tired, who is sad, who is anxious, who is heckled and harassed, who has to 
put up with followers who don’t get it and opponents who don’t respect Him – 
what kind of a god is that? It’s a god on too human a scale, that’s what. There 
are miracles, yes, mostly of a medical nature, a few to satisfy hungry stomachs; 
at best a storm is tempered, water is briefly walked upon. If that is magic, it is 
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minor magic, on the order of card tricks. Any Hindu god can do a hundred times 
better. 

 
This apparent weakness of the Christian God has been a source of ridicule for those 
to whom the left-handed weakness of Christ is foolishness. This is exactly what 
foolishness to the wise means in Paul’s writings. 
 
This parable is a reminder to me that I fail time and time again to take God’s 
imminence, omnipotence and omnipresence seriously – stated more directly, that the 
Creation is already thoroughly God-infused and that He is working his will and work 
around me at all times. While he may condescend to work through me at times, that 
work of God in no way depends on me getting something right, and thanks be to God 
for that. It is a reminder that the Word is in the world in the same way that a seed dies, 
rises and vanishes, mysteriously. As Luther would say, the Word works in the world in 
a way that can be neither known nor felt, but only believed and trusted. 
 
What it means is I need to do the extra work to see God in the midst of every 
situation, even the ones where I am most certain God is not present. What it means is 
a reminder that if I want to follow the path of Christ, I need to opt for the left-handed 
power of God that prioritizes love and relationship over achieving timely objectives. 
“They’ll know we are Christians by our love.” Is meant to be our banner, and the way 
that the world recognizes us as Jesus’ disciples. How does the world see you? Amen. 
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Matthew 26:  52 Then Jesus said to him, “Put your sword back into its place. For all who take the 
sword will perish by the sword. 53 Do you think that I cannot appeal to my Father, and he will at once 
send me more than twelve legions of angels? 54 But how then should the Scriptures be fulfilled, that it 
must be so?”  

John 13: 34 A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another: just as I have loved you, 
you also are to love one another. 35 By this all people will know that you are my disciples, if you have 
love for one another.” 

St. Augustine’s City of God: “We see then that the two cities were created by two kinds of love: the 
earthly city was created by self-love reaching the point of contempt for God, the heavenly city by the 
love of God carried as far as contempt of self.  In fact, the earthly city glories in itself, the heavenly city 
glories in the Lord.  The former looks for glory from men, the latter finds its highest glory in God, the 
witness of a good conscience.  The earthly lifts up its head in its own glory, the heavenly city says to 
its God: ‘You are my glory, the lifter of my head.’  In the former, the lust for domination lords it over its 
princes as over the nations it subjugates; in the other both those put in authority and those subject to 
them serve one another in love, the rulers by their counsel, the subjects by obedience.  The one city 
loves its own strength shown in its powerful leaders; the other says to its God, ‘I will love you, my 
Lord, my strength.’ 
 
Consequently, in the earthly city its wise men who live by men’s standards have pursued the goods of 
the body or of their own mind, or of both.  Or those of them who were able to know God ‘did not honor 
him as God, nor give thanks to him, but their thinking became futile, and their senseless hearts were 
darkened; claiming to be wise’—that is, exalting themselves in their wisdom, under the domination of 
pride—‘they became foolish, and exchanged the glory of the immortal God into an image representing 
a mortal man, or birds or beasts or reptiles’—for in the adoration of idols of this kind they were either 
leaders or followers of the general public—‘and they worshipped and served created things instead of 
the Creator, who is blessed forever.’  In the heavenly city, on the other hand, man’s only wisdom is 
the devotion which rightly worships the true God, and looks for its rewards in the fellowship of the 
saints…so that God may be all in all [everything to everyone].” (Augustine, City of God, 14.28) 
 
“One of our great allies at present is the Church itself. Do not misunderstand me. I do not mean the 
Church as we see her spread out through all time and space and rooted in eternity, terrible as an 
army with banners. That, I confess, is a spectacle which makes our boldest tempters uneasy. But 
fortunately it is quite invisible to these humans. All your patient sees is the half-finished, sham Gothic 
erection on the new building estate. When he goes inside, he sees the local grocer with rather an oily 
expression on his face bustling up to offer him one shiny little book containing a liturgy which neither 
of them understands, and one shabby little book containing corrupt texts of a number of religious 
lyrics, mostly bad, and in very small print. When he gets to his pew and looks round him he sees just 
that selection of his neighbours whom he has hitherto avoided. You want to lean pretty heavily on 
those neighbours. Make his mind flit to and fro between an expression like ‘the body of Christ’ and the 
actual faces in the next pew....” Lewis, Screwtape Letters  
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Kent Monkman, “The Scream” 2017. 


