“The Struggle of the Century”  Genesis 32:22-31
     I wonder what it might have sounded like if there had been a ring announcer at this late-night wrestling match by the Jabbok.  I can hear it now …
     “Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to the Jabbok River Coliseum for this titanic battle.  It is the struggle of the century.  It is a match for the ages.  It is sanctioned by the Book of Genesis under the authority and direction of the Holy Spirit of God.  There is no time limit and this is a no-holds-barred contest.  Victory is achieved when one wrestler pins the other or submits to the other.
     Now, let me introduce our first competitor.  In this corner, he is a man who is said to have been wrestling even before he was born.  He is the master of the dreaded heel lock.  He is known as the trickiest player in the game.  He is devious.  He is crafty.  He is sneaky.
     Hailing from the Promised Land of Canaan, but making his current residence in the land of Haran, I present to you the brother of Esau, Rebekah’s favorite child, the descendant of Father Abraham, Jacob the son of Isaac!
     And in this corner, there is … well, you see … he is …”
     Hmm.  That’s a problem, isn’t it?  We know that Jacob wrestled someone down by the Jabbok.  But the story does not make it exactly clear who this someone was.
     At first, he is described simply as a man.  And throughout the history of the church and the synagogue, many have spoken of this confrontation as a contest between Jacob and an angel.  
     There have been plenty of works of art over the centuries that have depicted Jacob wrestling with an angel.  And in the end, Jacob seems sure that his opponent has been none other than the Lord God himself.
     It reminds me of the long ago days when I used to watch wrestling on Saturday afternoons after the cartoons had ended.  There were always one or two wrestlers who wore masks to hide their identity.  They were introduced as being from “parts unknown”.  And they had names like the Masked Superstar, the Super Destroyer, or Mr. Wrestling.  
     Like them, Jacob’s adversary is something of a mystery man.  He is never named.  
     Yet no matter who this unnamed opponent is, he finds that he cannot overpower Jacob.  And this is truly remarkable if you lean toward believing that this strange wrestler was an angel of the Lord or even God himself.  
     What kind of man is it who can go toe to toe with an angel?  What does it take to stand face to face with Almighty God and not be overcome?  As they lock up and struggle with one another, how is it that Jacob seems to gain the upper hand?
     I don’t know that this story means to say that Jacob is somehow stronger than an angel.  And I don’t think that it means to give the impression that Jacob somehow won a battle against the Lord.
     It seems to me that Jacob hung on for dear life.  His opponent could not overpower him.  His opponent could not shake him loose.  Jacob refuses to let go unless he receives a blessing.
     Now, if we believe that Jacob’s opponent here is God himself, then perhaps we can hear this as a call to cling tightly to the Lord.  
     Maybe, it is a call to hold on tight during our dark nights and even as the morning begins to dawn.
     Maybe, it is a call for us to hang onto the Lord in the midst of our greatest struggles.
     Maybe, it is a call to seek God’s blessing no matter what else is going on around us.
     Maybe, it is a call to persevere.
     It encourages us to refuse to let go no matter how difficult it is to maintain our grip.
     All throughout the night, Jacob remains engaged with God.  It says that they wrestled with one another.  But it is interesting that the Hebrew word for wrestle is almost exactly the same as the Hebrew word for embrace.
     You cannot wrestle someone without embracing your opponent.  There is no such thing as wrestling at a distance.  You cannot wrestle someone without getting up close to them.  You cannot wrestle someone without drawing near to them.  You cannot wrestle with someone without holding onto them with all your might.
     A few years ago, I was watching the college wrestling championships on television when my daughter Kayla came into the den.  She watched one of the matches for a moment and started chuckling to herself.  
     “It just looks like they are trying to hug each other,” she told me.
     Little did I know that she was echoing the thoughts of Rashi, a medieval rabbi who once wrote:  “For so is the habit of two people who make strong efforts to throw each other down, that one embraces the other and attaches himself to him with his arms.”

     Sometimes, in our lives, we may feel as if we are warmly embraced by God.  Everything is going fine.  All is well.  We are healthy and happy.  And we seek to hold on tightly to those blessings and to the One who has blessed us.
     But at other times, we struggle.  Everything appears to be going wrong.  There is trouble all around.  We are hurt and in need of help and healing.  Yet even then, we are still encouraged to hold on tightly to the One who can bless us.
     Whether we wrestle with God or embrace God, we remain engaged with him.  We are invited to draw near to him, to cling to him in every moment of every day, no matter what may be going on in our lives, whether it be a long dark night of the soul or the dawning of a bright and joyous new day.  
     If you can embrace God, do so.  If you can only struggle with him, do so.  Either way, we keep ourselves closely connected to the One who offers us blessing.  
     Jacob held tightly to his opponent that night by the river.  He hung on even as his opponent struck him on the hip socket and dislocated his hip.  
     Jacob was wounded in this struggle.  He went away limping because of this injury.  He carried the mark of this match with him from then on.
     I imagine that Jacob was a pretty cocky character.  He was clever and he knew it.  He had cheated Esau out of his birthright.  He had fooled his father into giving him the special blessing reserved for the firstborn.  He had his mother wrapped around his little finger.
     He had tricked Laban into giving him the strongest animals of the flock so that he grew wealthy with many servants and sheep and camels and donkeys.  Sure, he had been tricked by Laban into marrying Leah along with Rachel.  But even that had worked out in his favor since he now had eleven sons by four different women.
     Jacob would have been entitled to walk with a little strut in his step.  
     But not after this encounter at the river.
     It’s hard to strut when you have a limp.
     \Once, Jacob had tried to live only by his wits.  He relied on himself.  
     And now, we might say that he had been humbled.  He had been hobbled and he would need to lean on someone else.  His hip had been broken.  And he would need to lean on God.
     And that is where all of us are called to lean as well. 
     Presbyterians can be like Jacob.  We can be a little arrogant, a little smug, thinking that we know better or know more than the Baptists or the Catholics and everyone else, thinking that our job is to convert everyone else to our beliefs.
     Maybe, the church universal can also be like Jacob.  The church can be too brash and boastful, thinking that we are so much more advanced than all the other religions in the world, thinking that there is nothing that any of them can teach us.
     Maybe, our country can be like Jacob.  Perhaps, America has strutted a little too much around the world stage, thinking that we are better than all the other nations, thinking that we are the ones with all the answers, thinking that we are the ones who are always right, thinking that we must always win.  
     Perhaps, we can see this story as a plea for humility.  Perhaps, if we remain entangled with God, if we hold onto the Lord, we will find ourselves humbled.  We will be less pushy about our own ways and beliefs and more open to learning from others.  We will be less vocal about the sins of others and more open and honest about our own sin.
     As he struggled with his opponent on that memorable night, Jacob himself started to open up.  He is more honest about who he is.  Certainly, he is much more honest than he was back when he and his mother conned his father Isaac into giving him that special blessing.  
     Isaac was blind, right?  So he could not see which one of his sons brought him a special meal of savory game meat.  And when he asked who it was, Jacob told him that he was Esau.
     But here, Jacob admits who he is.  He is Jacob.  He is a trickster.  He is a deceiver.  He is the guy who is always looking to get ahead of everyone else.  He is the guy who fooled his brother.  He is the guy who lied to his father.  He is the guy who duped his uncle Laban.  
     Jacob holds nothing back.  He tells the truth about himself.
     If we hold tightly to God, we are humbled.  We become more open and honest about who we are.  We need hide nothing from the Lord.
     And yet we do not remain who we are.  Jacob’s opponent is not fazed by who Jacob is.  What matters to this opponent is who Jacob can become.  Jacob is given a new name.  Jacob becomes a new person.
     Jacob may still be something of a rascal.  But more importantly, he is one who struggles with God.  This is his main identity.  This is who he is above anything else.  It does not matter who he has been.  It does not matter who others say he is.  For now and always, he is one who holds onto the Lord.
     This new name is a blessing.  And it is the same blessing that we are invited to receive as we cling closely to God.  
     As we come to the font for our baptism, we are reminded that it no longer matters who we have been.  It no longer matters who anyone else says we are.  What matters now is that we have been claimed as God’s own beloved child.  
     For now and always, in good times and bad, that is who we are.
     This is our blessing.  And like Jacob, like Abraham, like all of God’s people, we are blessed so that we may bless others.  
     Jacob has been transformed in this story.  He has held onto God long enough to be changed, long enough to be blessed, and long enough to be wounded.
     And it may be that the wound itself is something of a blessing or, at least, something that helps him to be more of a blessing to others.
     Some years ago, I remember hearing
 a story told by Roberta Hestenes, a Presbyterian minister, a former college president, and a former member of the Board of Directors at the relief agency World Vision International.  She spoke about the first time that she visited a famine camp in Africa.  
     She was determined to be tough.  She was determined to be strong.  She was determined to be focused on solving the problems there.  She was determined not to get caught up in the pain and suffering so that she could help the people there.
     When she got there, however, she saw the piles of dead babies as high as her shoulder.  And someone handed her a little child who looked about 18 months old.  The child was so thin and weak that she gasped when she was told that he was 5 years old.  
     And it wounded her.  She could not stay strong.  She could not stay tough.  She cried.  The tears kept falling as her heart kept breaking.
     The next day, she attended a meeting addressing the problem of this famine and the war that had helped to trigger it.  She wondered how she would be introduced to these African people and their leaders.  
     Would she be regarded as an outsider who had no idea what life was like for them?
     Would they dismiss her as yet another expert who had no real answers for their problems?
     And then, an African man stood up and introduced her.  And all he said was this.
     “Brothers and sisters,” he said, “our sister has wept.”
     Immediately, everyone looked at her.  Immediately, there was a connection with them.  They knew that she had shared in their suffering.  She had shared in their pain.  She had shared in their woundedness.  And so doors were opened for her to be a blessing to them.
     So do you hear that sound?  That ding-ding-ding?  That’s the bell ringing for this match to begin.  
     As we leave here today, we enter into the struggle of the century.  It is truly the fight of our lives in more ways than one.
     So hold onto God.  Embrace God.  Wrestle with God.  Do whatever it takes to stay close to him.  
     Never be afraid to confess who you have been.  Never take it for granted that you are who anyone else says you are.  
     For in this struggle, God gives us a new name.  God calls us as his own.  God claims us as his beloved children.
     Hang on.  You will be wounded.  You will be humbled.  But don’t let go until you receive a blessing and until you yourself become God’s blessing to the world.
     May it be so.
     In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  Amen.  
� �HYPERLINK "http://www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx?commentary_id=4519" \h�http://www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx?commentary_id=4519�


� I heard Rev. Hestenes share this story at a Montreat Preaching Conference.





