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Some of you may know the collection of stories from 
The New Yorker by the late Joseph Mitchell, Up in the 
Old Hotel.1 Mitchell was a writer for The New Yorker 
magazine from 1938 until he died in 1996. He suffered 
from writer’s block and published little after 1964.2 I 
read this collection when it came out in paperback 
while serving a congregation in Indiana—never 
imagining I would come to live and work in the heart 
of Manhattan. 
 
I think of Mitchell’s stories from time to time. From 
his writing I associated our glorious New York City 
steakhouses with an earlier tradition called, “throwing 
a beefsteak.” He wrote about the South Street Seaport, 
Fulton Fish Market and the working class restaurants 
there in his time. I also think of Mitchell when I see 
gypsy women offering to read palms. I remember his 
description of the way they worked. He believed gypsy 

                            
1 Joseph Mitchell, Up in the Old Hotel and Other Stories (New York: Vintage Books, 
1993). 
2 See Roger Angell, The New Yorker, June 10, 1996. 
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families were brought up to believe they had a right to 
steal.3  
 
When I look at the readings in Genesis about the 
patriarchs, I see a family embedded with dysfunction 
from inbreeding and immorality of all kinds. In short, 
I am not a fan. The patriarchs and matriarchs of Israel 
need a great deal of redemption. Apologies for them 
for me are not very successful. 
 
I do not understand a God who asks a father to 
sacrifice any of his children, much less his only child. I 
do not understand a father who believes in a God who 
wants him to take a knife to his child and then to burn 
the child’s body as an offering. Abraham and Isaac.4 
 
I don’t understand the ideology that gives the son who 
is the liar his older brother’s rightful blessing. Isaac, 
Esau, and Jacob.5 In the appointed readings of the 
Daily Office we learn of some, but not all, of Jacob’s 
tricks and thefts—and the structure of the lectionary 
doesn’t allow us to include more. 
 

                            
3 Mitchell, 180–81. 
4 Genesis 22:1–14. 
5 Genesis 27:1–40. 
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I’m very unsympathetic to Sarah who treats Hagar and 
her son Ishmael so badly—and Abraham who enables 
her to send his only child away.6 I don’t understand 
Rebekah and Isaac who only love and care for their 
own favorite of their two sons, Isaac loving Esau, 
Rebekah loving Jacob.7 I think it’s fair to say that 
Jacob, the trickster and the liar, is very much his 
mother’s child. 
 
And where do we begin with Jacob’s wives? Leah and 
Rachel are sisters and also both are Jacob’s first 
cousins on his mother’s side, daughters of their uncle 
Laban, Rebekah’s brother. The rivers of faith, trickery, 
and lies, if you will, run wide and deep in their clan.  
 
“Love” is mentioned only twice in Genesis, at the 
beginning of the marriage of Isaac and Rebekah. 
Genesis says, “Then Isaac brought [Rebekah] into the 
tent, and took Rebekah, and she became his wife; and 
he loved her. So Isaac was comforted after his 
mother’s death.”8  
 

                            
6 Genesis 21:9–16. 
7 Genesis 25:28. 
8 Genesis 24:67. 
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As tonight’s appointed lesson begins, Jacob has 
worked for his mother’s brother, his Uncle Laban, for 
seven years, so he could marry Laban’s daughter, his 
first cousin Rachel. The text says, “So Jacob served 
seven years for Rachel, and they seemed to him but a 
few days because of the love he had for her.”9 But the 
story of their lives is not a beautiful one. 
 
The morning after Jacob’s wedding, he discovered his 
Uncle Laban had tricked him into marrying Rachel’s 
older sister Leah—how that happened Genesis does 
not say. Laban made Jacob work another seven years 
for the cousin he loved and wanted to be his wife. 
And we have the stories of God blessing the unloved 
Leah with children, but denying them to Rachel. 
 
Tonight’s lesson ended with the birth of Leah’s fourth 
son, Judah. It continues tomorrow with the next verse 
in Genesis: “When Rachel saw that she bore Jacob no 
children, she envied her sister; and she said to Jacob, 
‘Give me children, or I shall die!’ ”10 This family 
knows what to do. Rachel’s maid Bilhah is the vehicle 
for the births of Dan and Naphtali. Leah now joins in 

                            
9 Genesis 29:20 
10 Genesis 30:1. 
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this family tradition by using her maid Zilpah to bear 
Gad and Asher. Tomorrow night Rachel will bear two 
sons herself by Jacob and Leah will bear a son and a 
named daughter, Dinah.11 
 
This morning I was reviewing the readings for the 
Sunday Eucharists in Lent. On the last Sunday in Lent, 
there is a very short first lesson from Isaiah. It begins 
with the words, “Thus says the Lord, who makes a 
way in the sea, a path in the mighty waters,” but leaves 
out the two verses that proceed. In them God is 
referred to as “Redeemer” and as “Holy One.”12 Of 
course, I put them in. This is part of the book of 
Isaiah known as Second Isaiah, generally thought to 
date from the period just before the fall of Jerusalem, 
the destruction of the temple, and the exile to 
Babylon. With respect, even God’s chosen people 
need something more than covenants, sacrifices, and 
commandments: they need redemption; they need a 
redeemer.  
 
Christian history has offered many theologians the 
opportunity to think about why a redemption by a 

                            
11 Genesis 30:1–24. 
12 Isaiah 43:14–15. 
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redeemer would be needed. But the mainstream of 
Christian theology and churches has never attempted 
to define this mystery, only to acknowledge it and 
confess it. Children did not solve Rebekah’s problem. 
She will die just after bearing and naming her second 
son Ben-oni, that is, “son of sorrow.” Jacob will have 
the last word though. He calls his son “Benjamin,” 
that is, “son of the right hand” or “son of the south.”13  
 
When I have time, I’m going to look again at Second 
Isaiah for words about this Redeemer. I’m ready for a 
world that belongs more and more to him. 
 

In the Name of the Father, and of the Son,  
    and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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13 Genesis 35:16–21. See New Oxford Annotated Bible: New Revised Standard Version with 
the Apocrypha, An Ecumenical Study Bible, ed. Michael D. Coogan, 4th ed. (New York: 
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