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July 16, 2017 
Proper 10, Year A 
Genesis 25:19-34 

God Loves a Trickster 

The trickster was a character I got to know early on in life. My parents read aloud to my 

sister and I growing up and one of the first books they read that I remember falling in love with 

was Watership Down, by Richard Adams. If you know the book, you know that it’s about 

rabbits. Rabbits are small creatures who have a lot of natural enemies – foxes, weasels, 

something called a stoat (I’ve never been too clear on what that is; I think it’s like an executive 

weasel), cats, dogs, and of course people. Rabbits have all these animals out to kill them and 

they are just little bunnies, how can they possibly survive? Trickery. In the rabbit world that 

Richard Adams depicts rabbits revere a rabbit hero – a trickster who outwits these enemies to 

survive and thrive. 

 Because this book held such a special place in my heart, it came no surprise to learn of 

other tricksters later in life – Odysseus in Greek mythology, the coyote in Native American 

myth, Brer Rabbit in the south. Loki, in Norse mythology…I guess. I really only know about him 

from watching Tom Hiddleston in the Thor movies. So it comes easily to me to be sympathetic 

to trickster – those who survive and thrive by outwitting and outsmarting those around them. 

 But of course, our culture in general does not approve of this kind of behavior. We call it 

lying or underhandedness, or cheating. So it’s a surprise to see a trickster turn up in our Bible.  

 We are now to the part in Genesis where we meet Jacob. He’s a trickster. He’s trying to 

get the better of his older brother even while he’s still in the womb. Crafty. It might help us 

understand just how underhanded and disruptive Jacob is if we unpack the tradition of 

primogenitor – the firstborn – in the ancient near east. The right of the firstborn was 
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paramount. The firstborn child received the status, the inheritance, the blessing of his parents 

(always a he). This tradition may not sound fair, exactly, but it kept the peace. There could be 

no squabbling over property or inheritance if everyone knew their place. First sons get the 

family farm; second sons get anything left or go out to find their fortune on their own.  

 But Jacob is having none of it. He’s got his eyes on his brother’s birthright from the very 

beginning and he’s willing to scheme and plot his way into getting it. And the thing is, God is on 

his side. God sides with the trickster. 

 With our first world eyes, we may disapprove and want order and less family conflict. 

But like the bunny rabbits in Watership Down, the little guy has always needed some smarts to 

get anything in a world full of enemies. 

 Think about it for a minute. Abraham, who first received the promise from God, was 

faithful; Isaac followed in his footsteps, but it is Jacob who the Israelites will look to for their 

identity. Jacob’s name is changed to Israel later in his story and we’ll read that story in a few 

weeks.  

We see in this story Jacob’s trickery at work. He takes advantage of his brother’s hunger. 

And we skip over the other major, even more clever trick that Jacob pulls off with the help of 

his mother Rebekah. Actually, it’s Rebekah who’s the ring leader for this bit of mischief. When 

Isaac is old and cannot see very well he calls to his elder son, Esau, to bring him a game stew 

and to receive a blessing. Rebekah and Jacob plot to trick Isaac into blessing Jacob instead. 

Rebekah cooks the stew just the way Isaac likes it and because Esau is hairy and Jacob is 

smooth, Jacob puts on a hairy hide so that when Isaac reaches out to bless his son he will be 

deceived.  
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I’m sorry we don’t read that part of the story. There’s something feminine about Jacob. 

He’s a mamma’s boy. He hangs out in the kitchen. He listens to Rebekah. He doesn’t care for 

hunting. And Rebekah has tricks up her sleeve as well. Trickster archetypes tend to be male, but 

they have a feminine side. I learned recently about the controversial history of pockets in 

women’s clothing. You don’t want women having pockets; you never know what they’re hiding! 

But more than that, with the trickster there’s a refusal to back down, to go away empty 

handed. The trickster is the annoying little brother who insists on tagging along, who is 

stomping his feet on the ground until he gets his way. The trickster is a brat. And God loves him.  

We should take note. As much as we, the church, love order and unity, remember that 

God has a soft spot for the troublemaker, the upstart, the underdog. We should remember the 

good comedian’s rule: always punch up. Our faith is the faith of Jacob, of Joseph, of David, all 

younger brothers who were considered the smallest and weakest.  

This theme continues in the New Testament. The last shall be first and the first shall be 

last; the prodigal son; the church is founded on Peter, a confused and stumbling follower of 

Jesus and Paul, a wicked persecutor of Christians. What a surprise; what a strange turn of 

events. We should remember these stories and stand on the side of the homeless drug addict, 

the guy just out of prison, the woman leaving the abortion clinic alone. These are God’s darling 

ones. Not that God doesn’t love the upstanding older brothers, the straight A students, the 

successful investors. It’s just that God is tender toward the ones who got the short end of the 

stick and so should we. 
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I also was wondering about this “never give up, quick witted scheming” thread of this 

part of Genesis while we were at our vestry retreat over the past two days. Our vestry is the 

group of people who run our church. We elect new members every year. You could be one too! 

Our vestry, though in some ways are insiders, in other ways are underdogs fighting an 

uphill battle. They’re trying to reach new people and share the good news of Jesus with them. 

They’re trying to strengthen the institution of the church. They’re trying to make our worship 

and building beautiful on a shoestring budget. Do you know what headwinds they’re up 

against? 

They’re going to need all their wits about them. Wait a minute, that includes me as well 

AND it includes you. WE’RE going to need all our wits about us. We’re going to have to be 

tricksters plotting how to spread love, justice, and good news to people who may not even be 

looking for it. We’re going to have to show up in new places – bars, coffeeshops, parks (August 

20th!), street corners! We’re going to have to learn new tricks like how to recognize a 

newcomer and treat them like the honored guests they are. We’re going to have to get 

crafty…like literally crafty with kids, even kids who are not our own, and show them they are 

loved and valued in this place – even if we’re nervous, even if we’re not good with kids. 

It’s a good thing God has a soft spot for the tricksters, because that’s going to be us. 

Outsmarting the odds and laughing our way into the blessing God has prepared for us. 

 

 


