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“Wrestling with Jacob” 

Genesis 32: 9-13, 22-30 

 

Who we have been is not who we have to be.  

 

Last June, social media personality Trendway posted on Twitter the following: 

 

“If Maya Angelou died when she was 20, she would've died a prostitute & single 

mom. If Malcolm X died when he was 20, he would've died as Detroit Red, a thief, a 

woman beater & drug addict. …”1 

 

Continuing this line of thought we could say that if JK Rowling died when she was 20, the 

world would never know Harry Potter. If Toni Morrison had died before 40 the world would 

not know her name and her great literary contributions. If painter, Paul Cezanne had died before 

his 50s the world wouldn’t know his great artistic works, Julia Child before 50, Grandma 

Moses…you get the idea. 

  

All of these people’s lives involve failure, some more extreme than others. But all of them had 

to overcome something to become the great artists and leaders they were. All of them had to 

struggle and emerge on the other side.  

  

Who you have been is not who you have to be. 

 

 When I was a child, I was terribly shy. I would not even go up front during church for the 

children’s message. My parents made me sign up for soccer and during the first game I stood on 

 
1 https://twitter.com/_shadjay/status/1009114976060149760?lang=en 
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the sidelines and cried the whole time because I was so afraid of people watching me on the 

field.  

 All I wanted to do was fade into the background. I just wanted to follow the rules, be well 

behaved, play with the one friend I had, read books, and eat ice cream.  

 In our thirties, my brother described it like this, “When you were little you spent all your 

time in your room. You never talked and then one day you were a teenager on stage acting in 

plays and I thought who is this person?” 

 There are reasons I was so quiet and lots of back story in there. But the point remains – 

who we have been is not who we have to be. 

 

 Jacob, one of the great patriarchs of the Judeo-Christian faith is a scoundrel. A swindler. 

A trickster. He is difficult to like.  

 He came into the world grabbing onto the heel of his twin brother, Esau. He came into 

the world already struggling and challenging, already a fighter. 

 His name, Jacob, means “heel” and that is indeed what he is.  

 

 He tricks his older twin brother into giving him his birth right. He tricks his old, blind and 

dying father into giving him a blessing. He tricks his father in law. He schemes and outwits, he 

connives and plans. 

 

He is a scoundrel.  

 

 And he is the part of all of us that is self-centered and only cares about what helps us. He 

is the darkest parts of all of us that want others to do the hard work, that use others for our own 

benefit. 

 When I was fifteen I stole my best friend’s boyfriend. Her name was Amanda and we 

spent all of our time together and when we weren’t together, we were on the phone with each 

other. And I stole her boyfriend. His name was Scott and we were high school sweet hearts until 



 3 

we were 18. Amanda and I didn’t speak to each other, we’re facebook friends now and 

sometimes I think about writing to her and apologizing. 

 I would guess you might have a story like that, too, perhaps on a larger scale. Stories of 

what we did when we were 15 only kind of count, right? 

 But the point is – within all of us is that shadow part – that one who betrays and hurts 

others.  

 A scoundrel. A heel. The part of us we don’t want to look at.  

 That time we told a lie to get ahead, or cheated on a test. That time we shared a rumor to 

get people to like us. that time we betrayed someone’s trust or broke a promise. that time we 

couldn’t get sober or clean and all the people we took down with us. that time we told that story 

to make ourselves look good. all the times when we too have been the scoundrel. the heel.  

 And at some point, at some point -- we have to face that part of ourselves. That shadow. 

The parts of ourselves we are less than proud of. The parts of our past that make us cringe.   

 

 Even Jacob has to face who Jacob has been.  

 

 After Jacob stole the birthright and blessing from his twin brother, he left home. But in 

our reading today – Jacob is finally heading back with all of his wives and his children and his 

servants. He is finally going to face his twin brother, Esau from whom he stole his father’s 

blessing. He is finally going to face Esau and he doesn’t know if Esau will try to kill him. He 

fears he will. 

 Jacob, before crossing the tributary of the river Jordan to finally face his brother after 

years of not seeing him, after years of estrangement, sends all of his servants and even all of his 

family ahead of him first.  

 He sends gifts ahead of him to Esau hoping it will soften him up.  

 And so the night before this fated meeting, Jacob is alone. He is alone with himself. And 

he is alone with God. 

 And he wrestles his demons. Or maybe it’s God – but it feels like a demon.   

 Jacob is up all night wrestling with something. 
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 And my guess is that has happened to you before – that you – that all of us have spent a 

sleepless night wrestling with something.  

 

 Tossing and turning, replaying old conversations, feeling the heat of anger rise up, pacing 

the floor. Wrestling with our past, with our doubts, with our insecurities, with the parts of 

ourselves that are the darkest and meanest or the most despairing. 

 whatever it is that he wrestles with throws Jacob’s hip out of joint – marking him for life. 

But Jacob gets the better of the mystery wrestler and won’t let him go.  

 Just before daybreak, the figure asks to be let go – let me go! But Jacob, in true Jacob 

form, says “I won’t let you go until you bless me.” 

 And so the figure asks Jacob a question – an important question – He asks him his name.  

What is your name? 

  

 What is your name?  

Heel of a man – scoundrel -- coward, jerk, betrayer. 

  

 What is your name? 

How about this? not good enough, not smart enough, too selfish, too judgmental, a hypocrite, 

too old, useless. 

 

 What is your name?  

Jacob, he says, a heel of a man. a scoundrel. a thief. a cheat. a liar.  

Jacob – the one who betrayed his own father and stole from his own brother.  

 

 Theologian David Lose points out in a commentary on this passage that one of the 

greatest lies of our culture is “sticks and stones may break our bones, but names will never hurt 

us.” But names do hurt, don’t they?   
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David Lose describes it like this: 

“ names that exaggerate our inadequacies or herald our failures; names that expose our 

weaknesses or pay tribute to bad decisions. We wear these names on our backs like a 

snail does its shell, dragging them with us into each new episode, encounter, or chapter of 

our lives.” 

Lose continues: 

“This is what Jacob runs smack into at the bridge at the river Jabbok. His hopes and fears. His 

dreams and nightmares. His past, present, and future, all tied up in his name.” 

And telling his name, Jacob is being asked, in a sense to confess.  

But –  

“Once he does, however, an extraordinary thing happens: the Lord refuses to accept 

Jacob's confession as the end of the story, refuses to allow that Jacob's name is all there is 

to him. Indeed, the Lord gives Jacob a new name -- Israel -- the one who wrestled with 

God and humans and prevailed. It is an act of generosity and grace, as Jacob has wrestled 

but hardly prevailed. Yet with this new name, Jacob enters into a new future, and passes 

his name, faith, and future on to his descendants, who bear that name even unto this 

day.”2 

 

Israel. A new name.  

 

 You know that past you are holding onto? the one with the hurts and the betrayals and the 

mistrust and the abuse and the deep pain? You know that estranged relationship, that one we 

really messed up? You know that past where people did us wrong or we did them wrong?  

 If we want and if we are ready, if we are willing to engage in the struggle with ourselves, 

with the deepest parts of ourselves, if we are willing to wrestle through it with God – we get to 

let it go.  

 
2 http://www.workingpreacher.org/craft.aspx?post=1597 

http://www.workingpreacher.org/craft.aspx?post=1597
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 But as this ancient and sacred story tells us – it’s not easy. No – it is struggle to deal with 

that pain. To come to terms with what life has handed us. To come to terms with the names we 

have been called and given. It is struggle but in the struggle is where we are blessed.  

 And in that struggle, in that becoming, we find where God is calling us. 

 

 The next day, Jacob comes face to face with his brother, Esau. who he betrayed all those 

years ago. He comes limping and fearing for his life. 

 Esau is there with his men and Jacob is there with his family and as it says in Genesis 33 

– Jacob, “as he approached his brother, bowed seven times, honoring his brother. [He’s really 

laying it on thick!] But Esau ran up and embraced him, held him tight and kissed him. And they 

both wept.” 

 

 So what is it my friends, that we are wrestling with? What part of us needs God’s 

blessing in order for us to let go and walk out into the light of morning? If it is true that who we 

have been is not who we have to be – what is that great future, that promise, that name we are 

being given? What do we need to let go of? 

 

Jan Richardson in her book The Cure For Sorrow: a book of blessings for times of grief, has 

written a poem entitled “Jacob’s Blessing”3: 

 

If this blessing were easy, 

anyone could claim it. 

As it is, 

I am here to tell you 

that it will take some work. 

This is the blessing 

that visits you 

in the struggling, 

 
3 https://paintedprayerbook.com/2017/08/02/the-wrestling-is-where-the-blessing-begins/ 
 

https://paintedprayerbook.com/2017/08/02/the-wrestling-is-where-the-blessing-begins/
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in the wrestling, 

in the striving. 

This is the blessing 

that comes 

after you have left 

everything behind, 

after you have stepped out, 

after you have crossed 

into that realm 

beyond every landmark 

you have known. 

This is the blessing 

that takes all night 

to find. 

It’s not that this blessing 

is so difficult, 

as if it were not filled 

with grace 

or with the love 

that lives 

in every line. 

It’s simply that 

it requires you 

to want it, 

to ask for it, 

to place yourself 

in its path. 

It demands that you 

stand to meet it 

when it arrives, 

that you stretch yourself 

in ways you didn’t know 

you could move, 

that you agree 

to not give up. 

So when this blessing comes, 

borne in the hands 

of the difficult angel 

who has chosen you, 
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do not let go. 

Give yourself 

into its grip. 

It will wound you, 

but I tell you 

there will come a day 

when what felt to you 

like limping 

was something more 

like dancing 

as you moved into 

the cadence 

of your new 

and blessed name.” 

 

It is the blessing of forgiveness. Letting go. Admitting that who we have been is not who we 

have to be anymore. 

 

Amen.   
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