Sermon series on worship 2010-09-05
Genesis 32:33-32 – Jacob wrestles with God
Story of Jacob within the whole narrative of Genesis – a book which means ‘origin’.

Genesis falls into 2 parts – the primeval history ch 1-11, dealing with the universal history, the blessings of God allowing us to multiply and inhabit the earth, then the ancestral history – the history of one family, Israel’s ancestors – Abraham and Sarah, Isaac and Rebekah and their twin sons Jacob and Esau, and then Jacob’s family, chief among the sons being Joseph – and his now very famous coat of many colours.

What always strikes me about this family saga is how God works faithfully with such unpromising material.  Here, we have the story of Jacob.  I loved this story in this old book of bible stories which I was given when I was 7.  What a family.  What a story of duplicity!  I’m sure you all know how it goes?  When Isaac is getting old, the time comes for him to give his eldest son the blessing, which meant a great deal in those days – a double portion of inheritance amongst other things.  The twin brothers have always been very different – Esau, the hunter, Jacob the shepherd, two very different ways of life.  Isaac has always favoured Esau it would seem, and Rebekah Jacob.  Back in 25:22 we heard about the oracle – Rebekah is told that the older son will serve the younger, so she decides to intervene.  She persuades Jacob to impersonate Esau, as Isaac’s eyesight has failed.  In 27:1-4, Isaac asks Esau to bring him his favourite food and then he will give him blessing.  Rebekah overhears and helps Jacob to take a kid from the flock to prepare food for Isaac.  He takes it in and in vv.18-to 28: 5 we hear a story worthy of a soap.  Jacob cons Isaac into giving him the eldest son’s blessing.  When Esau gets back, he is furious, he begs his father for a blessing too, and he is given a prophecy.  Esau swears he will kill Jacob.  Rebekah knows this, so she gets Isaac to send Jacob away to find a wife from Laban’s family (Laban is Rebekah’s brother) it’s all getting very complicated and a bit like the Mitchells in Eastenders.  So there’s a few more chapters about how Jacob finally marries Leah, and Rachel, and a bit more double-dealing and family strife – so we’re not talking someone whiter than white here.  And all this time, he is still estranged from Esau.  They have grown into men with their own lands, families and power.  After a final falling out with father-in-law Laban, Jacob returns to the land of his birth, sending messengers ahead, to let Esau know he is coming.  As he journeys, he worries what Esau will do as he returns.  And it’s at this point in the story that we get this strange episode where Jacob wrestles with a man.
Jacob is changed by this encounter, he is transformed.  God grapples with Jacob and marks him for life.  And the change is symbolized by his new name – Jacob means ‘he supplants’ – he took Esau’s birthright.  Now he is given the name Israel – meaning the one who strives with God, or possibly God strives.  Jacob moves into a new chapter of his life.  In antiquity it was believed that selfhood was contained in the name given to a person.  Perhaps not just in antiquity.  Maybe you know people who have lived up to their name?  My mother was called Barbara, which means a stranger.  She did feel all her life like that.  She hated her name, as many people do.  I’m not keen on mine, which is why when I was ordained I took a second name, an OT name actually – Ruth.  The story of Ruth means a lot to me.  

It says in Revelation 2:17 that in heaven we shall all be known by a new name, a name that is known only to God, that is written on a white stone.  Being with God is about being transformed.  In this life, being gradually transformed to be more like Christ day by day, and in the life beyond this one, being completely transformed, as Paul says what is sown perishable is raised imperishable – in 1 Cor 15: he say. ‘So it is with the resurrection of the dead: what is sown as a perishable thing is raised imperishable.’  
Do we expect to come to worship to be transformed?  Or do we come to go through the motions?  Picking up from what Robert was saying last week, do we come to worship expecting to receive anything from God?  And do we realise that when we fall into God’s hands, as Jacob does, then we shall be transformed, given a new identity?  There is a wonderful prayer that I often use at the Celtic Communion service at Hauxley, which is:

Hear us now, O Christ, and breath your Spirit upon us

And upon this bread and wine.

May they become for us your body,

Vibrant with your life, healing, renewing and making us whole.

And as the bread and wine which we now eat and drink

are changed into us, may we be changed again into you,

Bone of your bone, flesh of your flesh,

Loving and caring in the world.

And because you are one with us O Christ,

Enable us to share your life with the world as we share in our own lives.

I shall use it today.  It reminds us that as we receive Christ into ourselves, we can expect to change.  Life is continual change – each day we are older, there is no getting away from that.  I know when I saw my first grey hair – the morning I gave birth to Gavin, aged almost 27.  Each year I find more, I just cover them up.  But we can’t escape the fact that life is all about change.  We can either waste a lot of energy resisting it, like Jacob did, or we can get to grips with it and learn from it, as Jacob also did.
But there’s 2 types of change I think – there is the change that comes with linear time, the noticing of grey hairs, the growing infirmities of age, shall we say – that perhaps we don’t welcome.  But then there’s the transformative power of God’s change, which is going in the other direction – towards greater fullness of life, greater wisdom, greater strength of character, even in our woundedness.  Jacob was wounded, and he carried the mark of his struggle with him, but through his encounter with God, spiritually he became more whole, more the person God wanted him to be.

There’s another prayer I shall be using this morning, in place of the post-communion prayer:

O God, our maker

Whose presence with us is ever reliable and ever unexpected

We give thanks for this foretaste of your glory.

You have put your life into our hands;

Now we put our life into yours.

Take us, renew us, and remake us.

What we have been is past.

What we shall be, through you, now awaits us.

It talks about being renewed in worship, through the communion.  So when you come forward for communion or a blessing, remember Jacob – a man of, shall we say, many sins, who God stayed faithful to, and used in God’s story of salvation for the world.  Remember that it is through really opening ourselves up to God that we can be changed, changed for the better, to live better lives serving God.  And how do we do that? Well, there are some clues in our last hymn today, which is on the news sheet.

Will you come and follow me

if I but call your name?

Will you go where you don’t know

and never be the same?

Will you let my love be shown,

will you let my name be known, 

will you let my life be grown 

in you, and you in me?

Will you leave yourself behind

if I but call your name?

Will you care for cruel and kind

and never be the same?

Will you risk the hostile scare,

should your life attract or scare,

will you let me answer prayer

in you, and you in me?

Will you let the blinded see

if I but call your name?

Will you set the pris’ners free

and never be the same?

Will you kiss the leper clean

and do such as this unseen,

and admit to what I mean

in you, and you in me?

Will you love the ‘you’ you hide

if I but call your name?

Will you quell the fear inside,

and never be the same?

Will you use the faith you’ve found

to reshape the world around

through my sight and touch and sound 

in you, and you in me?

Lord, your summons echoes true

when you but call my name.

Let me turn and follow you,

and never be the same.

In your company I’ll go,

where your love and footsteps show.

Thus I’ll move and live and grow

in you, and you in me.
