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Wrestling with God.  This is the situation of Jacob in our Old Testament reading from 
Genesis. The thought of wrestling with God is a powerful and terrifying.  I found myself 
wondering why Jacob was wrestling with God on this particular night. So I read to get 
the backstory. 
 
Jacob is not the most popular character in the bible.  Remember Esau and Jacob, sons 
of Isaac - grandsons of Abraham. Jacob is the one who tricked his father Isaac into 
giving him his blessing instead of his older brother, Esau, by wearing goat’s hide on his 
arms so his blind father would think he was Esau who had hairy arms.  Even though, 
Isaac asks the son in front of him if he is sure he is Esau, Jacob outright lies and says 
yes.  When Esau finds out what has happened (including that his father has no other 
blessing for him), he wants to kill Jacob. Jacob flees to another land to live with his 
mother’s brother.  
 
Now twenty years have passed, Jacob has married, has children, a whole household of 
his own and it is time to leave his uncle.  In fact, God directs him that it is time to go 
back home. He doesn’t know how he will be received by his older brother.  On the way, 
Jacob sends messengers ahead and finds out that Esau is coming with 400 men - 
possibly to kill Jacob and his family. This is when we come to the night of wrestling.   
Jacob moves his family to the most protective spot he can think of, but he goes off a 
little ways by himself for the night. He finds himself wrestling with a man and they 
wrestle all night.  The man cannot defeat Jacob and tears a muscle in Jacob’s thigh, but 
still Jacob will not let go. At daybreak, the man asks Jacob to let him go and Jacob 
gives what I find to be the strangest reply – not until you bless me. Did he already have 
an inkling that this was not an ordinary man, but God? The man renames Jacob, 
Israel because he has wrestled with God and man and he blesses him.  Jacob leaves 
limping and while he still doesn’t know the outcome of the encounter with his brother, 
his knows his life has been saved. 
 
It is amazing that Jacob, the one who cheated his older brother, lied to his father and 
was in exile, has become Israel, the father of the 12 sons who became the12 tribes of 
Israel. In this despair, Jacob’s great persistence and demand for God’s blessing 
changes everything.  I wondered why God didn’t just bless him. I think that if Jacob 
would not have received God’s blessing in the way that he did if he had not held on all 
night.  The experience changed him – leaving him changed both physically and 
spiritually. “As he limps off across the river to his fate at the hands of his brother, he is 
no longer who he was. Instead, he shuffles through the first few steps of who he is to 
become.”1 
 
How often have we reached that long dark night of the soul, where a difficult time 
reaches a point where you don’t know how you will go forward.  
As I walk alongside people as pastor, I know about the times when they wonder if this 
time will ever end and how it will end.  Will there be recovery? Will there be healing?  

 
1 Rev. Marshall Shelley, https://newministrynewpaths.blogspot.com/2019/10/the-tenacious-widow-and-
pertinacious.html 



Will the situation turn around whether it be an illness, loss of job or turmoil in family 
relations? How does God show up? And then how are we changed as a result of that 
encounter? 
 
My time of encountering that long night that first comes to me was when my father was 
dying. It was a crazy time.  I was in my last semester at seminary and was doing my 
best to support my family from afar.  I was interviewing for positions, preparing for 
graduation and ordination to the diaconate.  Two weeks before my ordination, it became 
clear that my dad was too sick to come from Antigua. The day after my ordination, I got 
on a plane to go home. Time passed and my dad kept going.  My start date for my new 
position was getting closer and closer. I needed to decide whether I would return to the 
US. AND my mother’s doctor wanted her to have a hysterectomy as soon as possible 
even though my dad was most likely days from dying.  
 
My long dark night of the soul was actually during the day in my parents front yard when 
I had it out with God. The conversation on my end went something like this, “You need 
to fix this because I just don’t know how it is going to work.  I can’t deal with my dad 
dying AND my mother having a major operation AND needing to get back to my first call 
as an ordained person which you called me to. You need to make this work somehow, 
because I don’t know how it was possible.” 
 
God’s answer came in this way.  I felt that needed to go back to DC and start my job.  It 
didn’t make much sense, and I was even more surprised when my sister agreed. But 
this decision brought me a sense of calm and I went forward. This was how it went.  I 
flew back on a Sunday. Wednesday my mother had her operation.  Wednesday was 
also the day we decided to have my dad admitted to the clinic so he could receive 
morphine. He ended up in the room next to my mom.  My mother’s doctor helped 
increase the morphine my dad was getting when the nurses gave him the setting in the 
middle. Thursday I started my new position and early Friday morning my father died.  
My mother was able to be there since she was right next door and I was on the phone.  
I couldn’t believe it.  A way had been made.   
To this day, I remember my persistence in my conversation with God and the blessing 
of the calm and the knowledge that God can make a way.  
 
Think back on your times of struggle and the times when you were persistent, and God 
blessed you and changed you. Perhaps, you are in a time of despair right now and are 
longing for God to show up.  God longs to bless us and I think that blessing is 
sometimes only possible when we come persistently to God – hanging on and 
demanding what we need.  Perhaps our persistence is how we come to recognize the 
blessing God is providing. 
 
Go forth my friends.  This world gives us many trials and tribulations. Know that God is 
always with us and when we come to that long dark night of the soul when all seems 
lost, reach out persistently for God.  Demand his blessings and see how God will bless 
you and carry you through to become the person you are meant to become. 

 


