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Sermon 10 15 & 16 16 

 Well, it seems our Gospel for today finds purpose even in nagging! Something to think about! 

  Jacob, son of Isaac, grandson of Abraham, has always seemed to me to be a wily and 

tenacious, stubborn character.  Occasionally his actions have even seemed ethically questionable. 

Consider what he did to take the birthright inheritance from his older twin Esau.  Jacob tricked his 

father Isaac into thinking he was Esau when Isaac granted the birthright.  Of course, Esau had 

earlier traded the birthright for a bowl of Jacob’s stew!  (Rather a short-sighted acquisition!) Jacob 

was actually going after what had already been given to him. People often don’t remember that. 

Esau chose not to remember that and vowed to kill him, so Rebekah, their mother, helped Jacob 

escape.  

 Jacob ran away to his mother’s cousin, Laban, and proceeded to fall in love with Laban’s 

youngest daughter, Rachel. Jacob worked for seven years for Laban to “earn” Rachel as his bride. 

Laban tricked him into marrying the eldest daughter, Leah, instead, (apparently trickery ran in the 

family) so Jacob remained and worked for another seven years to finally earn Rachel as well.  He 

prospered through continued cleverness, brilliant breeding of sheep for example, and his wealth 

soon rivaled his father-in-law’s.  

 It’s better than TV soaps, isn’t it? The Abraham Family Soap Opera!   

Jacob realized it was time to leave, so he set out, with all he had accomplished, herds and 

multiple wives, to return to his father in hopes that Esau had forgiven him.  As he drew near, a scout 

told him that Esau was approaching him with 400 men.  This naturally made Jacob nervous, 

cautious, and he was nothing if not clever, so he sent his wives and children and all that he had back 

across the Jabbock River. He remained behind alone to face his brother. That is when we come upon 

him in our reading for today.  

Jacob lay down to rest for the night, but instead he was visited by a strange man. Most 

theologians think the man was an angel, maybe God.  And for some reason, they began wrestling.  

But this doesn’t seem odd to me.  Aren’t we often, each of us, all of us, wrestling with God? They 

wrestled all night long. And Jacob just hung in there.  He was struck on the hip and it was pushed 

out of joint. There are some here who know what a bad hip is like. But Jacob wouldn’t let go.  It 

wasn’t that he was winning – he knew he couldn’t win. But he could hang on. He wouldn’t let go.  He 

said, “I will not let you go unless you bless me.”  He knew he was wrestling with something, 

someone greater than himself.  He asked for the man’s name.  In that time, and it is still true in some 

cultures, knowing someone’s true name gave you power over them. This being never gave his name 

to Jacob, but he did change Jacob’s name – to Israel, a name that means “he who prevails with God.” 
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That was Jacob’s blessing – to become Israel, the father of a great nation, he who prevailed with 

God. 

A number of years ago, we lived in Santa Monica, CA. We attended St. Augustine’s by-the-Sea. 

All sorts of folks attended St. A’s and found a loving home there. That is where I first learned the 

true meaning of inclusive. Our children were very young when we were there. And one day, our son 

Andy, who was about 6 years old at the time, pointed out a man to me and asked very softly, “What 

is wrong with that man’s face?” The man’s name was John.  John was a beautiful black man who had 

been an actor.  He had contracted AIDS, and his once beautiful face was scarred by Kaposi’s 

Sarcoma.  He was around 45 years old. 

John’s illness was well advanced, but he was not going gently into that good night.  He was 

angry.  He had had a good life, with good friends and good work.  He still had his friends, but what 

pained him more than anything was that his family had completely disowned him. He had kept his 

sexuality a secret, but of course he couldn’t any more.  Here he was -- dying, and they wouldn’t talk 

to him, they wouldn’t come to see him.  Nothing.  They utterly rejected him.  What were they hoping 

to gain?  What was the point?  They just hated – they hated who and what he was. 

John was a basically sweet person, but there was this thread, this undercurrent of anger 

within him.  He was really angry at God. Yet he still kept attending church, every Sunday.  

John found a friend in our volunteer assisting priest, The Rev. Dr. Marilyn McCord Adams. 

Her name may be familiar to some of you.  She’s a theologian, philosopher, and priest.  She taught at 

UCLA.  In later years she taught at Oxford and Yale. She was an inspiration to me.  She would talk 

with John. He found comfort there. Somehow, she helped him see that despite his family’s rejection, 

he was beloved by God and that was most important. John fought his death. He struggled against it 

until he just couldn’t anymore. But by the time he died, Marilyn was able to preach at his funeral 

that he willingly let go.  He knew he was loved.  She quoted Jacob. “I will not let you go until you 

bless me.” John wrestled too, until he knew, fully and in his heart, that he was blessed. 

    Jacob is one of the most tenacious of all of our Old Testament characters.  He wrestled with 

his brother in the womb. Their mother complained that their fighting was going to kill her! Then he 

fought with his brother over the birthright.  He struggled with his father-in-law to marry the 

woman he loved.  He thought he might be returning to another struggle with his brother, but Esau 

welcomed him home. He struggled with his many sons over his favorite son, Joseph, and had to 

struggle with Joseph’s death when the older brothers brought him the coat of many colors covered 

in blood. He fought with a terrible drought and had to send his sons to Egypt for help for the family. 

In his old age he was forced to travel to Egypt himself because the young noble who could save the 
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lives of his family insisted that he present himself at court. Finally, he found his long lost son Joseph 

in that young noble and settled his people in a new life in Egypt.  

Jacob wrestled his entire life and he wouldn’t let go no matter what and he survived to 

become Israel. He was blessed.  There is something to be said for the wily and stubborn one. 

 Then we have Jesus’ wonderful parable of the woman who nagged the judge “who neither 

feared God nor had respect for people” (What a guy, huh? A recognizable authority figure!).  This 

woman kept at him until he decided in her favor --- just to get rid of her!  There is something to be 

said for tenacity. There is something to be said for doing what is right because you know it’s right; 

for not letting go of what is right until you are blessed.    

In this day and age of shrinking churches, of disregard for faith, of disregard for spiritual 

education in the face of the scramble for a five star secular education, there is a lot to be said for 

hanging on to and supporting what supports you.  This is what supports us:  worshipping together, 

finding, and celebrating hope together.  This is where we are best aware that we are unconditionally 

loved.  This is where we find forgiveness no matter who we are or what we’ve done.  We may feel 

crippled, feel lost in so many ways, but God will not let go of us.  That is what we find here, in this 

place, and nowhere else.   

Sometimes we need to be wily and tenacious like Jacob, stubborn like the widow who 

demanded justice.  As Paul’s letter to Timothy suggests, “Be persistent,… with the utmost patience 

in teaching.”  Often faith is about just that – persistence and patience, and praying without ceasing. I 

believe sometimes we need to pray just to remind ourselves that we believe in something bigger 

than ourselves, praying to keep our faith conscious, always foremost in our minds. 

We can’t do that alone.  We need to be together.  Here together – in worship – in prayer – in 

celebration.  That is what you – the Church – Church of the Good Shepherd does together.  Every 

Sunday – we pray out loud, with words, with song – we pray and we don’t lose heart – no matter 

what – we pray.  Even if we have to wrestle with prayer – God understands – we pray and pray and 

pray some more.    

That is our gift and that is our blessing.    

 


