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Readings


Genesis 32:22-31

2 Timothy 3:14-4:5

Luke 18:1-8

If you had to choose a single verse from the Hebrew Scriptures on which to base your entire life’s work, what verse would it be?

This question was posed to me last year in a course on Biblical theology. My answer was from Genesis 32, the account of Jacob wrestling. I was therefore thrilled to discover it is the lectionary reading for this morning. 

Thumb wrestling God
I realized this week that, despite my deep affinity for the story of Jacob wrestling, I know absolutely nothing about wrestling. I have never wrestled. I have never watched anyone wrestle for more than about two minutes. But have no fear. As a result of long family road trips I have become an experienced thumb wrestler. 

Imagine…Jacob is in the back seat of a mini-van—a van that smells a like stale Cheetos and old coffee. He and his family have been on the road for hours. They have been driving through the night and everyone is tired and quiet.
Abruptly, Jacob is shaken from his fatigue by a hand grabbing his fist in the darkness. Fingers are forced into his palm and thumbs begin flailing: no pleasantries, no “one, two, three, four, I declare a thumb war,” no “bow, touch, begin.” Caught off guard Jacob’s thumb is held down for “one Mississippi, two Mississippi…” before he wrenches it free just in time. 

Fully alert now, Jacob and his opponent are both on their game, thumbs straining backward, darting forward, taunting, taping, one dominating, then the other. Soon, both wrestlers realize they are an even match. Their thumbs press firmly together, mirroring one another’s movements, unable to separate. Muscles strain to exhaustion as the thumb war lasts for minutes…that feel like hours.

As the mini-van nears its destination, with an inventive flick of the wrist the mysterious wrestler knocks Jacob’s index finger out of joint. Jacob cries out in pain. The stranger asks for release but Jacob still refuses to let go. He demands that the stranger bless him, that his opponent will him a rich and full life. Thumbs still straining, the stranger asks for Jacob’s name…and then gives him a new name: Israel. 

Finally the thumbs relax and, fists still linked, Jacob asks the stranger, “Tell me, please, what is your name?” The wrestler answers with a question: “Why is it that you ask my name?” and blesses Jacob with a gentle squeeze of his hand.

As the first rays of light appear on the horizon the mysterious thumb wrestler melts into the darkness and the mini-van drives off into the sunrise. 

It sounds ridiculous to describe God thumb wrestling Jacob. But is it really any more preposterous than claiming that God, immortal, invisible, the Ancient of Days, would wrestle Jacob at all? Is it really any more absurd than suggesting that God continues to wrestle with us today? And yet…the life of faith is a life of wrestling God.

Wrestling in the in between
God initiates wrestling matches and we respond. God tackles Jacob at a moment of transition, a moment when Jacob is caught between his past and his future. After years away, Jacob and his entourage are returning to his homeland, currently Esau’s territory. Jacob is preparing to reunite with his brother, a brother whose last words about him were: “I will kill my brother Jacob” (Gen 27:41). Jacob knows he is vulnerable. In the dark of night, anxious and alone, he awaits an uncertain future.

We know what it is like to wait, to be in the in between. We know what it is like to wonder and worry about the future: What will I be doing this time next year? How will we provide for our family? Will her health improve? What will the church look like in twenty years? What will tomorrow bring? 

It is often in the in between moments, when we are at our most vulnerable, that we encounter God the wrestler and are changed.

Wounded, renamed and blessed 
The wrestling match of the life of faith is more akin to Jacob’s experience than the WWE: less spandex….and no script. Encounters with God are unpredictable and ambiguous. Jacob neither submissively acquiesces nor unquestionably dominates his opponent. 

Jacob is wounded by his midnight encounter. He carries a permanent mark of the struggle on his body. We too walk away from our struggles with God permanently changed. We cannot go back to how we were before, even if we sometimes wish it was possible. 

But Jacob does not only walk away wounded, he also leaves with a new name: Israel, meaning “he has struggled with God.” Jacob’s new name changes how we hear his story. It is no longer the story of a person, but of a people.
 It is a recognition that Israel’s faith is born out of struggle, a claim that is very important to many Jews in a post-Holocaust world, a claim Christians can learn from. 

Limping and renamed, Jacob also leaves with a blessing. Divine blessings in the Hebrew Bible promise and enable abundant life.
 Jacob has been fighting viciously for blessings from the moment he was born. This fight is no different. Seeing God face to face in the Hebrew tradition results in death. Jacob’s refusal to let go as dawn nears indicates he is willing to die for a blessing. In this context, God’s blessing saves Jacob’s life as well as promising the fullest possible life. 

Jacob emerges from his wrestling match changed, blessed…renamed…and wounded, by the divine wrestler. 

The life of faith as a wrestling life
The life of faith is a life of wrestling God, hoping for a blessing even if it means a wound. God struggles with us in various aspects of the life of faith: in one another, in scripture, in Jesus and in prayer.  

One another
Jacob is very uncertain about who he is wrestling for most of the night. Jacob’s opponent is at first identified only as “a man.” It would make sense for him to assume that his adversary is Esau, after all, Esau is the man Jacob was expecting to attack. Yet in the midst of the match, Jacob realizes that he is locked in a struggle with someone unknown, someone who refuses to be named. Only when dawn breaks does Jacob name his opponent God and make the bold claim to have seen God face to face. 

In our struggles, it is sometimes hard to know who we are wrestling: human beings or God. Who do you struggle with the most? At home? At work? At church? Can you see God in that person? 

If loving our neighbours is another way of loving God, perhaps struggling with our neighbours is another way of struggling with God.

Scripture
In addition to wrestling with God in one another, we wrestle God in scripture. 
In my Old Testament course at Conrad Grebel, Derek Suderman used the story of Jacob wrestling to describe how we can approach the Bible. Scripture is both a divine and human product, Derek said, and we are called to engage difficult texts with a willingness to be wounded, and a refusal to let go until we have been blessed.

“All scripture is inspired by God and is* useful for teaching,” we read in the second letter to Timothy (2 Tim 3:16). So… Does God actually condone and even enact genocide? Do we really have to sell all we have and give to the poor? Is every governments put in place by God? Must I not boil a kid in its mother’s milk? Should the statement that Shelah is the father of Eber who is the father of Peleg who is the father of Reu who is the father of Serug change my life? 
We need to say to these texts: “I will not let you go unless you bless me.” Instead of dismissing the difficult parts of scripture, we are called to hold on and struggle until we receive the blessings hidden there. 

Jesus
In addition to wrestling with God in the guise of one another and scripture, as Christians, we claim that in the life of faith it is possible to have a personal relationship with Christ.

In the marathon of a hymn we sang throughout the scripture readings, number 503 in Hymnal: A Worship Book if you want to read it again, Charles Wesley places the singer in the role of Jacob:


Wrestling, I will not let you go


till I thy name, thy nature know.
Over eleven stanzas he gradually reveals the unknown traveller is Jesus Christ: the “god-man;” one person, fully human and fully divine, in whom we struggle with both God and humanity; one person whose nature and whose name is Love. 

Yet being in relationship with Jesus is not always about gazing lovingly into one another’s eyes. Being in relationship with Jesus is sometimes a wrestling match. We often struggle the most with those we love the most. Why would it be different with God?
Prayer
Finally, in addition to wrestling with God in one another, in scripture and in Jesus Christ, in the life of faith we wrestle God in prayer.
The widow in Jesus’ parable from the Gospel of Luke is a model of persistent prayer. She goes to the judge again and again saying, “Grant me justice against my opponent.” If the justice system in the first century was anything like ours, who knows how long this lasted? And yet, she refuses to give up. She refuses to let go until she receives a blessing. The idea behind the parable is that:  “if continued petitioning persuades a totally amoral judge, how much more will…persistent, confident prayer be heard by God.”
 The parable is not about wearing God down. It is an expression of hope that from the wrestling will come a blessing.

The life of faith, the life of relationship, scripture study, connection with Christ, and prayer, is a wrestling life. 

Acedia: the temptation to let go
At the church retreat a couple of weeks ago, Tym Elias spoke about the danger of acedia. Acedia is the absence or lack of care. It is spiritual apathy. It is hopelessness. Kathleen Norris says that in our culture acedia manifests itself in: “restless boredom, frantic escapism, commitment phobia, and enervating despair.”
 When we are locked in a struggle with God, acedia is the temptation to let go, to give up, to stop caring. 

Norris suggests the way to combat acedia is: to find love within the practical patterns and repeated routines of daily life; to find love within the struggle rather than trying to escape; to discover that the wrestling hold of God is the embrace of the Holy One. 

Child dedication 
This morning we had the joy of blessing three infants. We invited Maya, Zachary and William into the life of faith. It is a good thing the child dedication was before the sermon, or they may not have signed up. 
We expect each one of them will wrestle with God personally. God met Jacob alone. However, we believe they need a community of support in order to prevail.  Today, we commit to having their backs. 

We commit to telling them stories about our wrestling matches and the fights of those who have gone before us so they can learn from our triumphs and mistakes. We commit to teaching them moves that might be useful in their struggles with God and humans. We commit to engaging them in practice rounds, to grappling with the hard questions. When commit to holding on when they struggle with us because maybe it is in these infants that we will meet God. 

When God knocks a hip out of joint, 
we will be there to bandage the wound. When God gives them new names, we will be there to proclaim them. When God blesses them, we will be there to celebrate.  
We make this commitment to Maya, Zachary and William this morning and we also remember that this is a commitment we have made to one another. 
The mystery of faith

This is the mystery of faith we share in today: that God cares about us enough to initiate a wrestling match; that God takes us seriously enough to struggle; that God, who refuses to be named, meets us face to face.    

This is the calling we pursue: 
to care about God enough to respond to the invitation to wrestle; to take God seriously enough to hold on, even when it means being wounded; and to refuse to let go of God without receiving a blessing.
We are a community of faith. We are a community of wrestlers. And our God is a wrestling God and we will not let one another go. 
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