Reflection on Genesis 29:15-28 – Navigating the mess
Begin with an opening prayer
Almighty God,
we come to you today not with power but with weakness;
not with order but with our messiness.
Would you meet with us and show us your ways,
leading us closer to your kingdom.
Amen.
 
Read the passage
Consider different ways to read the text. For example, hearing it in more than one version of the Bible.
 Genesis 29 15-28
Jacob Marries Leah and Rachel
After Jacob had stayed with him for a whole month, 15 Laban said to him, “Just because you are a relative of mine, should you work for me for nothing? Tell me what your wages should be.”
16 Now Laban had two daughters; the name of the older was Leah, and the name of the younger was Rachel. 17 Leah had weak[a] eyes, but Rachel had a lovely figure and was beautiful. 18 Jacob was in love with Rachel and said, “I’ll work for you seven years in return for your younger daughter Rachel.”
19 Laban said, “It’s better that I give her to you than to some other man. Stay here with me.” 20 So Jacob served seven years to get Rachel, but they seemed like only a few days to him because of his love for her.
21 Then Jacob said to Laban, “Give me my wife. My time is completed, and I want to make love to her.”
22 So Laban brought together all the people of the place and gave a feast. 23 But when evening came, he took his daughter Leah and brought her to Jacob, and Jacob made love to her. 24 And Laban gave his servant Zilpah to his daughter as her attendant.
25 When morning came, there was Leah! So Jacob said to Laban, “What is this you have done to me? I served you for Rachel, didn’t I? Why have you deceived me?”
26 Laban replied, “It is not our custom here to give the younger daughter in marriage before the older one. 27 Finish this daughter’s bridal week; then we will give you the younger one also, in return for another seven years of work.”
28 And Jacob did so. He finished the week with Leah, and then Laban gave him his daughter Rachel to be his wife. 29 Laban gave his servant Bilhah to his daughter Rachel as her attendant. 30 Jacob made love to Rachel also, and his love for Rachel was greater than his love for Leah. And he worked for Laban another seven years.

Explore and respond to the text
Start by reading the Bible notes below. You may want to read them more than once, or pause after each paragraph to reflect on what you have read.
 
Bible notes

This episode in Jacob’s life unfolds like a scene from a Shakespeare comedy: rich with love, trickery, disguised identities, and clever negotiations. Jacob, too, must find a wife from the kinsfolk of Abraham, as his father, Isaac, had done before him.
He goes to the house of his uncle Laban (brother to Jacob’s mother, Rebekah) to find a wife. He falls for Rachel, but Laban tricks him into marrying his eldest daughter, Leah, first. It is sometimes suggested that Leah had weak eyes (verse 17) and therefore may not have been an enticing prospect for a wife, although there is some doubt over this because the word translated as ‘weak’ can also mean ‘soft’ or ‘lovely’. Either way, Jacob had already met Rachel (see Genesis 29:9-12), so it may simply be the case that he had fallen in love with the young shepherdess before even meeting her older sister. Even so, verse 26 tells us that, by asking for the younger daughter and leaving the eldest unmarried, Jacob was going against the culture of Laban’s people. Laban seems to see this as justification for his deception, which Leah goes along with.
Now the life of the family is in a mess! Jacob is married to one sister but in love with the other. However, Jacob seems to realise that he has made a mistake in trying to subvert the culture of his kinsfolk, because he submits to the request to complete the bridal week with Leah and work another seven years for Rachel. Perhaps Jacob is mindful of his own dubious status as a second-born who has acquired the firstborn’s privileges (see Genesis 25:19-34). Ancient listeners to this story would have known that this apparent ‘mess’ was all part of God’s good plan – Jacob needed both wives, plus their maids (see Genesis 30), to bear him the12 sons who would later become the12 patriarchs of the tribes of Israel.
 
 Reflection
Spend a few moments thinking about what stands out for you from the Bible reading. This idea may help.
Jacob’s situation seems comical – the wrong sister being sent into his tent veiled, and him not realising until the morning. However, Laban talks about the pain his marriage to Rachel would cause Leah unless she was married first. Looking ahead, the impact his favouritism has on his wives and their children is detrimental. We might think our decisions only affect us now, but there are often consequences into the future. This is never more pronounced than in family settings, where grudges or labels can be started in a moment and last a lifetime. Can we both make the right choices now and be honest about our previous choices, willing to learn and grow as we understand their impact on those around us?
 
Questions for reflection
You may wish to use these questions and the picture to help you think about or discuss issues arising from this week’s Bible passage.
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Questions
· What situations are difficult or confusing right now?
· How can we faithfully encourage and support those who are struggling?
· Are we able to be real at church, even when life is messy?
 
 
A prayer to end 
Lord God,
you know the complexities and messiness of the world we are living in.
Help us to make good choices, to be aware of our impact
on others and to use the gifts you have given us to bless those around us.
Amen.
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