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Striving with God

The story of Jacob wrestling alone in the darkness is powerful and unusual. His struggle 
is something many will have identified with at some point in life. Jacob is on his way 
home to face his brother whom he deceived and robbed. How many of us have wrestled 
valiantly and long as we moved towards a reconciliation we wanted but feared? Who of 
us does not know the restless trauma of facing a separation or a deep loss we dreaded, 
but which seemed inevitable? Who of us has never known what it is like to grapple with 
raw issues of justice, or guilt, or personal vocation, or destiny? Do we not know the 
loneliness and darkness of Jacob’s struggle? Have we not spent all night in 
sleeplessness, or in dreams, wrestling with God? And do we not know some aspect of 
the injury this struggle can bring?

Jacob was terrified of the impending rendezvous with his brother Esau. It was likely to 
be life threatening and he could lose all he had. Jacob’s name meant “heel”, reflecting 
the way he entered life grasping the heel of Esau. To us a heel is a Cad, a low-down 
person. There is no doubt Jacob was his father’s wayward son; a trickster and supplanter 
who strove to gain power and glory for himself, regardless of cost. He stole the family 
inheritance and fled to the land of his father in law where he continued his trickery. 
Now many years have passed and Jacob, a successful herdsman with large flocks, two 
wives and a generous contingent of servants, shrewdly planned to meet his brother. But 
he had not bargained on a different form of dangerous encounter. Alone, at night, a 
stranger surprised him, and wrestled with him until the first hint of the approaching 
dawn began to show. 

Against this mysterious opponent Jacob fought with such gargantuan power that the 
stranger damaged his hip rather than let him prevail. Who was the stranger, and what 
power did he possess? Jacob did not know. The inscrutability of the intruder fills the 
encounter with power and dread. As the struggle continued the meaning of the event 
deepened. The sky begins to lighten and the stranger, in fear, cries out to be released. 
Hebrew tradition says this means he was an angel who had to go and sing before God in 
the morning chorus. It seems humorous to us, but it gives more status to the wrestler. 
Jacob exploits his advantage and asks for a blessing. The angel’s reply seems to deflect 
the request: “What is your name?” It is a simple question, but the last time this was 
asked of Jacob he lied. He told his aged Father he was Esau, and stole the blessing due 
to his brother. 

What is your name? We cannot underestimate the power of this question. As you know 
in biblical times a name expressed the fundamental reality of a person’s being and 
destiny. To possess the name of a person was to have access to their power. That is why 
the Angel asks the name, and does not give his own. Heaven calls Jacob to own up to 
who he is, and yield his power. This is a defining moment for Jacob, the heel and 
supplanter. He is given the name Israel, which means, “God rules”, “God preserves” or 
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“God protects”. Wrestling all night with a holy power brought confession, a blessing, a 
new name and a deep shift in Jacob’s being. He was quite a man to hold his own until 
dawn. In such a contest who of us could do as well? But God rules. When the 
approaching dawn threatens to expose the Stranger he leaves. He is not beaten, 
appeased or found out. In honour of the struggle, and his survival, Jacob named the 
place Penial.

Jacob had a new name but he also had a new disability. Amongst the cultures of the 
world lameness has a history. In myths, legends and folk stories lame heroes often 
appear as those who have had close encounters with deity. And their lameness often 
comes at the point of transformation or change, as one journey ends and the sun rises on 
another. As the sun comes up Jacob limps away from Penial. It cost something for him 
to prevail. Diminished bodily wholeness was the price he paid for grappling with the 
mystery of the Holy One. Every time he took a step he was reminded that it was his 
diminished self - the self that has been humbled by the touch of God - that was blessed 
and gifted with the knowledge that there is power in weakness. In this mode he emerged 
to meet his brother. Now he knew: not by shrewdness or trickery, or wealth, or land had 
he achieved success. But by a deadly struggle with God which did not leave him 
unscathed.

In Rembrandt’s depiction of this story Jacob wrestles in his sleep and cannot see what 
we can see: that he is wrestling with an Angel. This could almost be a ministering angel, 
sent to guide or protect. But we know it also came to challenge and to change.

This dark and troubling story is about how God does come to us, and stays to wrestle 
with us in the struggle of life. This may not be the kind of holy presence we seek or 
prefer. We like to think of God who comes to us in love as love, and life in Christ as 
something that brings us peace. Here we are given an image of something else. God 
comes as challenger, to help us face up to who we are, and who we are in relation to our 
brothers and sisters in the world. It is interesting that after this struggle, Jacob meets 
Esau and they are reconciled. Something had changed in Jacob, but Esau had changed 
too.

On Thursday night some of us were at a showing of a film The New Zionists, a 
documentary about life on the border between Israel and Palestine. A group of women 
in an organisation called Checkpoint Watch visit the checkpoints every day to observe 
the relationships between the Palestinians and the Israelis. They believe that the 
consequence of being a colonizing power numbs people to their effect on those they 
have colonized. Their presence is like that of visiting angels, awakening conscience, 
confronting people about the injustices they perpetrate on others. Because of the 
women, behaviour changes and people held are set free. And people are forced to ask: 
who am I in relation to my brothers and sisters here on this border. The abiding concern 
is that unless the colonizing power has a change of heart, no one will live in peace. But 
the cost of the exercise involves being drawn into the sufferings of others, and 
maintaining self-control.

Paragraph 4 of the Basis of Union says: Through human witness in word and action, 
and in the power of the Holy Spirit, Christ reaches out to command attention and 
awaken faith; he calls people into the fellowship of his sufferings, to be disciples of a 
crucified Lord; in his own strange way Christ constitutes, rules and renews them as his 
church.

The Christ who comes to us is one who wrestled with God - in the Garden, on the 
Cross, in the Tomb and amongst the dead. He was no trickster or stealer of blessings. 
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He was the righteous one who saw God face-to-face and lived. It is as his wounded self 
that he comes to address us in his transformed life. As the sun rose on Easter morning 
his wounds verified that the diminished Jesus was the mighty Son of God who had 
remained true to his name: Saviour. He did not grasp at being God. He did not attempt 
to supplant anyone. But his death and life testifies that, in the struggle with destiny and 
purpose no one is left unscathed even though they be abundantly blessed. From him we 
see that God does save, God does preserve and protect. But what is revealed in him is 
that, contrary to what we would expect, what is Holy is made known in struggle and 
weakness, and real strength becomes clear in loss. This is a strange mystery for us to 
grasp. But it is in grappling with these things that we come to know who is the Hidden 
Stranger who addresses us, and what is our real character and destiny. 
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