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A Homily by   “What Is Hidden Behind a Veil?”
The Rev’d Jo Popham  Sixth Sunday after Pentecost

July 24, 2011
Genesis 29:15-28

Some say there is little romance in the Bible. I beg to differ. Much of the Song of

Songs is love stories. And today’s story of Jacob and Rachel in Genesis is a love story

with a twist worthy of a Hollywood script.

Before I turn the script for the big screen, I would like to reflect back to last week’s

epistle to the Romans if I may. In our modern day effort to make the language of the

Bible inclusive, the New Revised Standard Version has diluted the significance of what it

means to be an heir of God. Children of God just does not reveal what sons of God does,

if we think like a 1st century reader. Only male children would inherit, and generally only

the firstborn would receive full inheritance rights. Female children were to be married

off, so they would not have been part of inheritance laws or customs. And that custom

continued well into relatively modern times when often even the wealthy could not afford

a proper dowry for but one of their daughters so the others became nuns. The families

would then pay a much lesser amount to sustain these younger daughters place in the

nunnery. But there was a place for women – if they survived – if they were from wealthy

families who could afford to marry off their daughters or pay for them to become nuns.

Still today we see the inequality of birth rights based on gender. In many cultures male

children still are much more valued than daughters. In China today there has been such

selective birthing habits that in one province there are 160 males born to every 100

females. Extrapolated over the next 20 years, there will be 24,000,000 more men than

women in that province in the year 2031.

The customs that dictated behavior thousands of years ago do not translate well into

modern day norms. Yet, we have forced some of them to.
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Now to our Hollywood story board. Jacob’s family was in turmoil. Esau wanted to

take his life. Rebekah woke Jacob and told him to leave at once, so he ran. Jacob fled to

the north to take refuge with his uncle Laban. He was without his family’s protection for

the first time in his life. (But was he ever without God’s protection?) On his way to Haran

where Laban lived with his family, Jacob stopped to sleep – perchance to dream. In his

dream he had a vision. God promised to be with Jacob forever and promised him many

descendants. When Jacob awoke he knew that God was in that place. He took the rock he

had used as a pillow and set it as a pillar and called the place Bethel. Then Jacob made a

promise to be faithful to God – if God were to provide for him he would one day go

home and make his peace.

Jacob continued his journey, knowing he must find a bride if he were to bear so many

descendants. He came to a well with a stone covering that was so large and heavy it

would take several shepherds to move it. Rachel arrived with her father Laban’s sheep.

Showing his physical prowess, Jacob moved the stone on the well by himself. Jacob told

her that he was her kinsman, and she went to tell her father. When Jacob arrived at

Laban’s he was embraced as a welcome member of the family. Jacob worked for a month

before Laban addressed the issue of wages. By this time Jacob was taken with one of

Laban’s daughters. Leah was the older of the two, and she did have lovely eyes.1 But it

was the beautiful and graceful Rachel who had captured Jacob’s heart. He loved Rachel

so much that he offered to work for Laban for free for seven years if he could have

Rachel’s hand in marriage. And here comes the most romantic line in Scripture. The

seven years he served Laban for Rachel “seemed to him but a few days because of the

love he had for her.” So in love the time flew by for Jacob. But in a turn of fate, Laban

made a marriage feast and brought the veiled bride to Jacob. When morning came, Jacob

realized that he had been duped: he been given Leah instead of Rachel. When he

protested Laban said simply: “It is not done in our country, giving the younger before the
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firstborn.” He and Jacob made another contract. After the week of wedding festivities,

Laban gave Jacob Rachel, but Jacob had to serve Laban for another seven years. Leah’s

maidservant Zilpah and Rachel’s maidservant Bilhah also came to be with Jacob as part

of the marriage agreement. Although Jacob loved Rachel more that Leah, it was Leah

who bore him the first child, but eventually Rachel, along with Leah and the two maids

became mothers to the tribes of Israel.

If you think these arrangements unjust, ladies, we have allowed them in spirit to

continue to this generation. That is why when I am doing marriage instruction I

encourage brides not to wear veils to cover their faces. There is just too much symbolism

of deception in that beautiful billowing white bridal veil. And that is no way to begin a

new life in marriage. I also change the image of a father giving the bride away as if there

has been a bargain made between the bride’s family and the groom. Instead I ask the

families to give their blessings to the marriage. Women are not chattel. We cannot be

bought or sold, nor can our children.

Were Christ Jesus to come back today he would see us all as heirs of God. Indeed he

would probably tell us that it has always been so. It is we who have made these ridiculous

rules that govern our customs and separate us by gender, not God.

                                                  
1 Although in Hebrew the translation is somewhat lost to us, the meaning could have been
delicate or even weak.


