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Trinity UMC   Iron Mountain 

August 29, 2021 Worship 

Pastor Geri Hamlen 

 

Readings from the Holy Bible 

Pastor Chris Bergquist did a great job last week of talking about the forgiveness and reconciliation that Joseph 

and his brothers experienced. You can hear/see her on the Facebook page if you want to.   Joseph’s 

understanding that God can turn even the most hurtful actions into something useful is a touchstone of our 

Methodist and Christian theology.   

 

That sermon could well have been the finale of this whole Summer Family Conflict series but wouldn’t you 

know…I have one more pair of brothers to tell you about.   For those of you who have been here through this 

series, you know, we started with: 

• Cain and Abel…and heard Eve’s voice as the mother who had to live with one of her son’s killing the 

other.  

• We heard about the sons of Noah and the curse of Ham that was perhaps intended for a generation but 

lives on as an unacceptable condemnation of people with dark skins.    

• Moses, Mirian and Aaron had their turn as an example of oldest, youngest, middle child dynamics.  

• Then came Ishmael and Isaac, victims of Sarah’s jealousy and insecurity. 

• Joyce Erickson did such a great job with the Rachel and Leah tragedies…sibling rivalry is not limited 

just to the sons, is it? 

• Uncle Laban had his turn in the saga of Jacob and Esau.  

• We discovered that Jacob was so greedy for blessings that you could almost see how Esau would be 

driven to considering murder—but they  met at Isaac’s grave and reconciled.  

• And then there was Joseph and his many brothers…especially Judah who  was willing to sacrifice 

himself to protect the baby brother Benjamin and spare his father, Jacob from more heartbreak.  Which 

was powerful since Judah had been a party to selling Joseph into slavery in the first place… 

 

 Yes, it’s a Family picture album we’ve been looking at.   And this has been a summer Family reunion as 

we reacquaint ourselves, or are introduced for the first time, to our spiritual forefathers, mothers and cousins.    

 Today, I offer you Manasseh and Ephraim. Brothers we rarely hear about.   Anybody know who they 

belong to?   That’s right…Joseph  married an Egyptian woman who gave him these two sons.   Grandchildren of 

Jacob and Rachel.  Great-Grandchildren of Isaac and Rebekah.  Great-great Grandchildren of Abraham and 

Sarah.   

 Let’s hear this morning from  Genesis 48, what happened when Joseph took  these two boys visited their 

grandfather Jacob, also known as Israel, on his death bed.   And don’t be surprised…this may sound kind of 

familiar.    

 

 Genesis 48:1, 8-22 

48 After this Joseph was told, “Your father is ill.” So he took with him his two sons, Manasseh and Ephraim.           
8 When Israel saw Joseph’s sons, he said, “Who are these?”  

 Joseph said to his father, “They are my sons, whom God has given me here.”  

And Jacob  said, “Bring them to me, please, that I may bless them.”  
 Now the eyes of Israel (Jacob) were dim with age, and he could not see well.  

So Joseph brought them near him; and Jacob  kissed them and embraced them.  
 Israel said to Joseph, “I did not expect to see your face;  

and here God has let me see your children also.”  
 Then Joseph removed them from his father’s knees,[c]  

and he bowed himself with his face to the earth.  

Joseph took them both, Ephraim in his right hand toward Israel’s left,  

and Manasseh in his left hand toward Israel’s right,  

and brought them near him.  

But Israel stretched out his right hand and laid it on the head of Ephraim,  

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Genesis+48&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-1464c


2 

 

who was the younger,  

and his left hand on the head of Manasseh, crossing his hands,  

for Manasseh was the firstborn.  

 He blessed Joseph also, and said, 

“The God before whom my ancestors Abraham and Isaac walked, 

        the God who has been my shepherd all my life to this day, 
           the angel who has redeemed me from all harm, bless the boys; 

and in them let my name be perpetuated,  

and the name of my ancestors Abraham and Isaac; 

        and let them grow into a multitude on the earth.” 
17 When Joseph saw that his father laid his right hand on the head of Ephraim, 

 it displeased him; so he took his father’s hand, 

 to remove it from Ephraim’s head to Manasseh’s head.  

Joseph said to his father, 

 “Not so, my father! Since this one is the firstborn,  

put your right hand on his head.”  

 But his father refused, and said, 

 “I know, my son, I know; he also shall become a people, and he also shall be great. Nevertheless his 

younger brother shall be greater than he, 

 and his offspring shall become a multitude of nations.”  

 So Jacob/Israel  blessed them that day, saying 

 “By you, the nation of  Israel will invoke blessings, saying, 

             ‘God make you[e] like Ephraim and like Manasseh.’” 

So he put Ephraim, the younger ahead of Manasseh, the older. 
 Then Israel said to Joseph, 

 “I am about to die, but God will be with you  

and will bring you again to the land of your ancestors.  

I now give to you one portion more than to your brothers,  

the portion[g] that I took from the hand of the Amorites  

with my sword and with my bow.” 

 

Message of the Day     Genesis:  One More Time 

So does anyone have that déjà vu feeling, like you’ve heard this story before? 

Manasseh is the oldest but Jacob favors Ephraim, the youngest.  Sound familiar? 

Because this is definitely a variation on a theme that started all the way back when God preferred, God favored 

Abel’s sacrifice over Cain’s—leading him to jealousy and eventually, murder.   

 

That kind of jealousy for God’s attention and favoritism keeps showing up in Genesis.  It seems to be some kind 

of fatal flaw in the human psyche.   It’s as though Genesis is reminding us/teaching us that the desire and  

struggle to be first, to be number one, to be the top dog is somehow baked into our human interactions.   There 

are those who would say…God started it…We’re made in God’s image, after all, and the prophets tell us that our 

God is a jealous God so how could we not have envy in our nature as well?  Let’s think about that for a minute. 

Because that can’t be the whole story.  

 

The stories of Genesis acknowledge the reality of human jealousy and then they say:  Think bigger.  Trust 

God’s divine powers even if you don’t  understand them.   Don’t get trapped in an endless cycle of unhappiness, 

thinking everyone else has more than you do.   Remember that God is big enough to favor everyone in the whole 

world.   We’re all God’s favorites.  But that’s hard concept to grasp, for many of us, because that envy thing is 

always lurking.  

 

Someone said once:   ‘Envy is a disease of the shriveled heart that lives within a conceptual framework of 

scarcity and limited resources.’  Scarcity and limited resources is a human construct…not a divine one.  We 

think there isn’t enough to go around and are afraid of getting left out.  Left behind.   But that’s not the whole 

story.  Because we read and hear and know  that God’s love is never-ending and God’s faithfulness endures 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Genesis+48&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-1472e
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forever.   Yet our limited human imagination restricts us, shrivels us into a more and more microscopic  world-

view…where we want what others have, thinking there is never going to be enough for us all to have exactly 

what we want.  

 

Envy is described by some as a protest against God’s grace and mercy.  When we insist that it’s not fair that we 

don’t get what we want.  When we seethe with resentment that someone else has more than we do…more fun, 

more money, more love, more prestige—we are protesting the goodness God has offered that person.  How dare 

God be so kind and generous to someone else…instead of to us? 

 

The repetition in Genesis,of blessing and favor going to the unexpected person,  if you read closely, illustrates 

over and over again:  The human limitation of imagination on the one side and God’s abundance of love and 

forgiveness on the other.   

 

Over and over again We see it in the  Rivalry in the Isaac/Ishamael-Sarah/Hagar story. 

In  the Jacob/Esau-Rebekah-Isaac favoritism saga. 

In  Jacob’s special attention to Joseph.    

And now Manasseh and Ephraim.   Obviously, Joseph preferred his older boy Manasseh but Jacob said 

nope…Ephraim gets the right hand blessing.    

 

If the only book of the Bible you ever read was Genesis, you just might get the impression that God is trying to 

tell us something with all this repetition from family to family and generation to generation.   People ask me 

about that occasionally…how come in the Bible,  the same things keep happening over and over again.    

 

Those of you who read the Bible in 90 days or in a year…how many times does Abraham pass Sarah off as his 

sister? Twice, three times?   Repetition, right?  Isaac does the same thing with Rebekah.    

 

How many times does God tell Abraham that he will be blessed and his family…4 or 5 times if I remember right.   

That promise gets repeated over and over again, long before Sarah gets pregnant. 

 

And here we are again this morning, reading about the younger brother, Ephraim, being chosen by his 

grandfather, preferred over his older brother Manasseh.  This theme doesn’t end in Genesis either… trust me…if 

you keep reading into the saga of King David, you’ll hear it again.   King David was a youngest son after all,  

who became king… 

 

What is the point that God is trying to make with all of this repetition?  I wonder if any of you have any thoughts 

on that?   I know that I don’t often ask you to participate during the sermon but some of you might have an idea.  

It’s a question with many right answers because we can’t know the mind of God but it’s fun to speculate. 

 

Is it because we are slow learners?  The repetition helps us learn?    

 

Is the repetition somehow reassuring?  Are we like little children who want to hear the same bed-time story over 

and over again even though we already know how it ends?   Especially after the Flood?  Reassuring that God will 

not destroy the earth and everything and everybody on it ever again?      

 

Is it because God is looking for progress to be made?   Are we doomed to keep making the same mistakes over 

and over again until we learn the lesson that God intends for us? 

 

Do you think that God maybe wants to repeat over and over again…there is enough for everyone.   Can we ever 

get to the point of truly believing and living as those who know that Each of us is God’s favorite…for being the 

person that God made us to be? 

 

Some believe that the repetition is designed  to build identity.    But what does kind of identity are we talk about?    

As one person put it…God seems to have chosen murderers, and wanderers and tricksters and kidnappers and 

adulterers to be God’s Chosen people.   What kind of family is this?    
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I suggest, in your reading of the Bible:   Don’t be distracted by the sordid and the sensational human horror show 

of violence and depravity.  Look for God, instead.     God is always present in these stories too…sometimes in 

the back ground.  Sometimes in the presence of strangers who come for lunch, as with Abraham.  Sometimes as 

angels with whom we struggle and wrestle, like Jacob.  The message keeps coming through, in one form or 

another:  It’s not the first who will be first all the time.  God’s intention, surprise, disruption  is that sometimes  

the last will be first…where have you heard that before?     

 

Jesus scripture   Mark 9:33 – 35    Then they came to Capernaum; and when he was in the house he asked them, 

“What were you arguing about on the way?” 34 But they were silent, for on the way they had argued with one 

another who was the greatest. 35 He sat down, called the twelve, and said to them, “Whoever wants to be first 

must be last of all and servant of all.” 
 

Genesis is the book of the Bible that introduces over and over again to  God’s commitment to the weak and the 

over-looked and the disregarded and even the disgusting people in the world.  We really need to notice that 

because that’s what Jesus calls us to do too.  Serve the poor, the widows, the orphans, the sojourners which is 

just a fancy name for immigrants.       
 

Generosity and service are concepts that must be repeated over and over again because we forget.   Our human 

desire for our own personal agenda to be in power keeps cropping up over and over again, each generation, each 

organization, each denomination, each nation.  We want there to be a clearly defined hierarchy of good, better, 

best and we want to be seen as at the very top of that pyramid—or at least above the half-way mark.  There is no 

end to the ways that humanity struggles to be at the top of the heap.   We want what we want when we want it 

and we want it in our own way.  And our ways are not always God’s ways.    

 

When people say…I can’t believe that so many people believe in or voted for  that politician or political party…I 

know that they haven’t read Genesis often enough to see that a Mother’s desire for her son to be first gets 

transmitted from generation to generation and the desire to win kingdom, national power and prestige  becomes 

all too often,  stronger than the desire to do God’s work.  And that desire shows up in politics of destruction just 

like it does in families.  
 

When people say…I can’t believe that corporation what…gave cigarettes to school children to get them hooked 

on them at an early age, uses sweat shops in third world countries to make stuff for us to buy, invented Vicodin 

and oxycotin…and encouraged Doctors to prescribe them so that thousands and thousands of people became 

addicted and died of over doses.   I know that the people saying those things haven’t read Genesis enough to see 

that the desire for larger and larger profits is the work of an Uncle Laban who over-worked Jacob for many years 

in order to prosper.  Because the desire to be prosperous is often more powerful than the desire to be gracious 

and just and caring.   And that shows up in corporations just like it does in families.  
 

When people say…I can’t believe that Black people and other minority groups want a seat at the table and an 

equal voice in decision making and a reckoning for injustice and cruelty over the centuries in this country.  Why 

can’t they be satisfied with what they have?   Haven’t we given them enough…I know that the people asking 

those questions haven’t read Genesis deeply enough to know that it shouldn’t be a surprise that those who have 

been disregarded and disrespected actually have the most to teach us…about surviving in unfair circumstances 

with limited resources bounded by principalities and powers who could care less about them.  In God’s plan, as 

revealed over and over again in Genesis, the least among us have much to teach us and will, if we let them,  lead 

us to see God’s plan in far greater fullness than we could ever imagine in the shriveled hearts and limited 

constructs that hem us in.    
 

And when people say:   Gay, lesbian, transgender, asexual, bisexual, polysexual people are too weird and 

unclean and unfit to….fill in the blank.   Be ministers.   Be in the military.    Be respected and treated with 

decency…I know for sure, that those people haven’t gotten it yet from Genesis that God has a heart for those 

who we would cast out.  God love those we consider to be the Other.   God created those who we would prefer to 

exclude.  Every single human being on this earth is stamped with the image of God and all we have to do is look 

for the face of God in each of them…and if we are brave enough to do that, and faithful, we will find Jesus in 

everyone.    
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There are those who use Genesis to build lines of demarcation, walls of limitation, boundaries of what’s 

acceptable and what isn’t but if you keep reading the Genesis  Family stories, over and over again: 

You will  see healing, forgiveness, grace,  the power of humility, the abundance of hope that God offers.   

You will see that even the worst human situations can be clay in the hands of our creative God who makes 

beauty out of ugliness.   Joy out of sadness.   Flourishing out of famine.   Fertility out of barrenness.   Gardens 

out of dust bowls.    Flowing water, the water of life out of desert wilderness.   

 

As one author wrote:  ‘If we can wrap our minds around the reality of people committing inhuman acts of 

violence, perhaps we can also…wrap our hearts around the idea of a love that brings life out of the ashes.’   

 

Jesus himself ate with and talked with and loved…Sinners and tax collectors.  Jesus said:   “Those who are well 

have no need of a physician, but those who are sick; I have come to call not the righteous but sinners.”  I didn’t 

come for the righteous…I came for those who need what I have to offer:   Healing and humility and self-respect 

and hope.  And if you think about it long enough…isn’t that all of us too?   Don’t we need that too? 

 

So what happened to Ephraim and Manasseh?    Jacob not only  gave Joseph a double share of his blessing, 

Jacob also adopted his grandsons as his own and from there they became the 2 of the 12 Tribes of Israel:   

Ephraim and Manasseh tribes.  Ephraim’s tribe  got into a competition with his uncle Judah’s tribe.  Judah in the 

South. Ephraim in the North.   There was conflict with neighboring governments.   The Assyrians conquered 

Ephraim and of the Northern Kingdom.   The Babylonian Captivity created dispersion and disruption.  And the 

cycle of rivalry and  competition repeated itself…over and over again.    

 

And then came Jesus who said:  Enough.  Be redeemed.  Be forgiven. Be loved and love as I have loved you.  

Let’s do that, my friends, even now.    In His name.   Amen.    
 

 Pastoral Prayer and Lord’s Prayer  
 

Peace loving, eternally faithful God. 

We see the violence and cruelty of humanity…sometimes in our families, often in our politics and economics, 

even in our relations with our neighbors.  

Help us to see the seed of violence in our own souls that was planted there, by you…not to flower in destruction 

but to be acknowledged and hedged in by the power of your love and our obedience to your commandments to 

love ourselves and our neighbors as you love us.   

When we act out of envy and disregard for others, forgive us and remind us, over and over again…that you favor 

each of us individually and all of us collectively.  

Assure us, over and over again, that there is enough of your time and attention and regard to sustain us and to 

grow us in faith, hope and sincere care for our families and our neighbors.  

As we struggle against unkind impulses, let a smile or a flower or a kind word break through our self-imposed 

barriers  and strengthen our hearts for more of your goodness and mercy that we can pass on to others.  

Thank you for being patient and repeating yourself over and over for we are so easily distracted by every shiny 

thing and so quickly tempted to enter into the fog  of our humanity rather than looking always for the clear light 

of your kingdom, on earth as it is in heaven.  
 

We ask that you would bring comfort and relief and safety to those who are in Afghanistan as our troops and 

citizens and allies attempt to withdraw peacefully. 
  

I ask personally for your protection and strength for family and friends and all who are in the path of Hurricane 

Ida…especially my brother’s family and dogs in New Orleans  and my cousin’s son  in Baton Rouge.    
 

You know the prayers of your people here this a.m. and I lift them to you, I intercede on their behalf.  I vouch for 

their efforts on your behalf within this community of faith.  Give them a sense of how special they are to you.   

Show them what they need to see and be with them in any grief or despair they may encounter.    

 

We pray in the name of Jesus who taught us….The Lord’s Prayer.  

 


