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Jacob and his wives and children are on the move. 

Some time ago the entire household left Haran in the north, in modern Iraq, to journey back to the land of Abraham. They come to the Jabbok River, a tributary of the Jordan, 20 miles north of the Dead Sea. They are getting close to the land promised to Abraham and his descendants. 

Jacob sends everyone else across, but chooses not to follow. He lingers alone for the night on the other side of the Jabbok. 

As darkness descends, things get creepy. Most of us are daytime people. We avoid the night because we become vulnerable in the dark. Especially if we are alone, at night we often come face to face with our failings and our fears. That happens to Jacob.

As if it were the biblical version of Maurice Sendak’s children’s classic, Jacob, like Max in the book, discovers “where the wild things are.” One of them tackles him and will not let him go. But unlike Max who dreams his world of monsters, Jacob stays fully awake. He fights back. The night stranger injures him in the hip, but the grandson of Abraham will not give up.  

Jacob is terrified at going home to his brother Esau, with whom he dealt deceitfully, not once, but twice. Jacob is fleeing his father-in-law Laban, whom he cheated. Jacob is a man with an unseemly past and an uncertain future. He has demons inside and enemies in the world around, and they are lying in wait for him that night along the Jabbok.

This is no mere “long, dark night of the soul” for Jacob. This is not simply a spiritual struggle. It is much more visceral than that – less St. John of the Cross and more Mickey Rourke in last year’s film The Wrestler. In that movie, Randy “The Ram” Robinson is a man whose past will not let him go easily or quietly into the future. Like Jacob, he has to earn it in hand-to-hand combat. 

A man who wears the face of God tackles Jacob in the night, and the pain is real. Here, on the banks of the Jabbok, Jacob’s past catches up to him. 

It is not only a fight about Jacob’s past, however. It is mostly about his future. As with Randy “The Ram,” the issue is whether or not he will become the person God wants him to become. He is fighting for his life; his redemption is in the balance. Jacob does not know it at the time, but that night struggle will change his identity forever. In the pain he endures, God will give him his future back.

Walter Brueggemann says, 

“At night heaven and earth come at us jointly and redefine us in radical ways… This narrative haunts us because we are tempted to remain daytime people, knowing and in control. The story bears witness that the crucial transformations in our identity and our faith happen at night, when we are vulnerable recipients.” (http://www.pbs.org/wnet/genesis/pdf/CHAPTER9.PDF)
Only with the coming dawn in the eastern sky does the struggle conclude. The wild thing that attacked Jacob wants to leave before the light of the sun reveals his face. “What is your name?” Jacob asks.

The answer is not what Jacob wants. God often hears our prayers and responds in ways we had not anticipated or wanted. The Almighty operates in a much bigger universe than do we; God’s vision extends from before all time to beyond all history. Our desires – like Jacob’s simple question – reflect a much more limited perspective. God sees the whole picture. 

There is more happening here than meets the eye, which is why God turns Jacob’s question around. Instead of telling Jacob the name of the night fighter, God talks about Jacob’s name. “You shall no longer be called Jacob,” the stranger says, “but Israel, for you have striven with God and with humans, and have prevailed.” (Genesis 32:28)
Jacob politely asks again for the name of the stranger, who has by now identified himself as God. Jacob is not paying attention. When the answer we want from God is not forthcoming, we often look past God’s intention for us. It is hard to let God be God.

The stranger tells Jacob that he has “seen God face to face” in their struggle in the dark. Then, as the sun rises, the night fighter is gone. The story ends as Jacob, now named Israel, limps down the road toward the land of promise.

This account of nighttime struggle is crucial in the story of the people Israel. Without Jacob’s persistence, without his willingness to tangle with the stranger in the dark, he would not have gained the new name, the new identity. The future of the Hebrew people would have been at risk. God had chosen Jacob, with his 12 sons, to become Israel, with its 12 tribes. Out of the struggle a nation is born.

Modern Israeli Jews also claim a narrative of struggle in the founding of the Jewish state. Many of us assume the Holocaust and the threat to Jewish survival are the primary motivations for the establishment of the State of Israel. Jews living in Israel today, however, are taught that it was the Zionist struggle, which began long before the Third Reich, that gave rise to the Jewish nation in 1948. The modern Jewish Israeli narrative, like the story of Jacob, centers less on being a victim and more on the willingness to enter into fierce and painful struggle to find identity. 

All of us face our own struggles in life. If we feel as if we have escaped unscathed, then we have slept through the night. In my work as pastor I have seen what people endure: broken promises, relentless addictions, debilitating mental illness, abusive relationships, untimely death, cruel illness, loss of meaning and direction and hope. 

Each one of us has had, or will have, our own Jacob-on-the-banks-of-the-Jabbok moment. It may not feel like it at the time, but we learn from Jacob’s hours of darkness that God is in the pain. 

In their wrestling in the night, God does for Jacob what Jacob cannot do for himself. He emerges the father of a nation, wounded, limping, chastened, humbled, judged, but, ultimately, with his future intact. In coming face to face with his mortality, Jacob learns that God is there, offering life beyond the pain. 

That is the meaning of the incarnation: in Jesus, God takes on our human suffering – even participates in it – not to relieve us of struggle, but to give it meaning. If we are paying attention, in the struggle we find new identity. We become children of God.

In Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus says that the kingdom of heaven is like a treasure that a man finds in a field. In his joy, the man buries the treasure and then goes and sells all that he has, and comes back and buys the field. He sacrifices everything in order to gain the treasure. (Matthew 13:44)
I know that some of you read the comments about that story on Dan Little’s CaringBirdge site this past week. CaringBridge is an online service that allows people and their families to share a public journal of the struggle they are facing. Dan served as the interim pastor of Westminster before I came. After lovingly caring for his wife, Joan, through Alzheimer’s and her death, 18 months ago Dan was diagnosed with brain cancer. His family has chronicled Dan’s journey, which is nearing the end – he is now in hospice care. 

Jesus’ story of the treasure in the field has emerged as a theme for Dan and his family along this difficult way. Dan himself points out that the man who returns to buy the field gets not only the treasure buried there, but with it he also buys the stones scattered across the dirt. On CaringBridge Dan’s family writes, 

“As his children, we are struggling with the emotional distress of observing Dad’s loss of motor function and other abilities. It was helpful to hear him articulate that he accepts the incidents of his decline as stones in the field that necessarily accompany the treasures of consciousness and the richness of relationship with family and loved ones.”

As Dan’s children say, “We are all purchasing the field.”

Faithful living faces the struggle in the night and trusts that God is present in it.

“Jacob is wounded,” Brueggemann says. “By not flinching in the dark, he wins through to a blessing, even from an enemy who had not intended to grant a blessing." (http://www.thewords.com/articles/walterjacob.htm)
Jacob gains a new identity through painful encounter with God. He is given a new name that signifies that he belongs to God. Jacob was marked in the hip; we are marked by water. In baptism our names are pronounced and we are told that we belong to Christ forever. 

In the struggles that come, we can trust in the companionship of God, in this life and the next. 

After sharing the feast of life at this table, we will read the names of those Westminster members and other loved ones who died over the last year. Listen carefully; they are all people who have faced the darkness, in one way or another - and we believe that God has called them by name, to give them a new identity as the beloved saints in light. 

The dawn has come, and they have gone home, to the land of promise.

Thanks be to God.   

Amen.
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