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I begin today with a modern-day proverb written by Jesuit Priest Anthony Demello, born in 
India. 
 
Its called: EAT YOUR OWN FRUIT  

A disciple once complained:  
“You tell us stories, but you never reveal their meaning to us.”  
Said the Master:  
“How would you like it if someone offered you fruit and masticated (chewed) it before 
giving it to you?”  

 
 
Spiritual stories are meant to be pondered, turned over in our thinking, in our talking, in our 
dreaming, in our living. That is why Jesus used parables. It is part of the Jewish tradition of the 
Hebrew Bible – like our first reading today. 
 
Today I am going to invite you into the story of the life of Jacob. One of the founding fathers of 
the Abrahamic Faith. “Abraham, Isaac and Jacob”. 
 
I am going to invite you to turn off the questioning mind that asks – is this true, is this history… 
And simply enter into this as a story, a human tale, that for centuries has intrigued, inspired and 
transformed human beings.  
 
And this story is for you to chew on, not for your neighbour, our church, your brother, your 
daughter, your partner. It is for you.  
 
 
It begins: 
 

22 The same night Jacob got up  
 

The same night as what?  
 
The same night as he had sent extravagant gifts with his helpers to appease his brother Esau.  
This is Jacob the twin, the second born twin, whose name means trickster, heal grabber, 
deceiver. This is Jacob who tricked his elder brother (Esau) out of his birthright (inheritance) by 
pretending to be Esau at his father’s death bed and received the blessing instead.  
 



This is Jacob who ran for his life after his deception was discovered, when Esau had vowed to 
kill him. And who has been running ever-since.  
 
Jacob – whose past haunted him. It is night. The night before meeting his brother again, many 
many years later. It is a dark night of the soul. 

 
Jacob took his two wives, his two maids, and his eleven children, and crossed the ford 
of the Jabbok.  
 

Jacob’s life had mirrored back to him his own faults and failures. His story had revealed to him 
the consequences of his own trickery.  
Isn’t that the way for those of us who pay attention to God’s path of transformation?  
The Spirit often gently reveals our own faults and wounding in the mirrors of others.  
 
Jacob had fallen in love with Rebekah and his father Laban had tricked him on his wedding night 
by marrying him to Rebekah’s sister, Leah.  
And then Jacob had worked so hard to earn the right to marry Rebekah also.  
So here he is with both sisters as his wives and all their children.  
On his way to meet his brother who he had deceived.  
 
And he was deeply afraid. 
 
The story is located at the river Jabbok that cuts an enormous gorge at the site of Peniel.  
It is nighttime, a strange time  
This crossing is symbolic.  
Crossing water is symbolic of a transformative or transitive action.  
To the reader familiar with the rest of the story -  it brings to mind images of the story of Moses 
crossing the Sea of Reeds (Exodus 14:15-25) and Joshua crossing the Jordan into the promise 
land (Joshua 3:7-17). 
 
Jacob is before a perilous mid-crossing of a dark gorge symbolizing a large future obstacle that 
must be undertaken.  
 

23 So Jacob took his large extended family and sent them across the river, and 
likewise everything that he had. 24 And Jacob was left alone. 

 
Jacob has been left alone at night other times in this unfolding Biblical narrative. And each time 
we read that he is opened to something more than himself. He is made aware that he is part of 
something bigger than himself.  
 
The night that he fled the first time from Esau – he fell asleep with his head on a stone and he 
dreamed of a stairway to heaven with angels descending.  
He sensed the promise of God –  
“I am with you and will watch over you wherever you go, I will not leave you”.  



 
It was after that night that Jacob began to build Cairns (a pile of stones of remembrance). 
Reminding him that God was with him in his struggles. 
And Jacob said: “Surely God is in this place and I was not aware of it” 
 
 
But this time, Jacob was not alone… or was he? 
 

24 and a man wrestled with him until daybreak. 
 
Jacob wrestles. It has been a feature of his life. Wrestling with others, with himself with God. 
With circumstances.  
 
The Hebrew text is deliberately ambiguous -  It never directly states that this man is anything 
other than a man. 
 
“It is part of the power of wrestling that we do not know the name or see the face of the 
antagonist.” Walter Brueggemann (Interpretation: Genesis, p. 267) 
 
Could the man be an incarnation of God?  
 
For “God appears in the world without disruption.  God can come and be present in the pillar of 
fire/cloud. God can appear in human form of the messenger.  The world can serve the task of 
clothing God; God takes on creaturely forms so that humankind may discover God embodied 
within the world itself” (Fretheim, p. 92)  
 
Perhaps Jacob is wrestling with God, who is “in some sense a doubling of Esau as his adversary, 
and an externalization of all that Jacob has to wrestle with within himself.” (Robert Alter, The 
Hebrew Bible: A Translation with Commentary, p. 121-2) 
 

25 When the man saw that he did not prevail against Jacob, he struck him on the hip 
socket; and Jacob’s hip was put out of joint as he wrestled with him. Then he said, “Let 
me go, for the day is breaking.” But Jacob said, “I will not let you go, unless you bless 
me.” So he said to him, “What is your name?” And he said, “Jacob.” 

 
It is a threshold moment – the day is breaking. It is the dawn of a day of facing his past. A day 
that is full of possibility but the outcome unknown. Liminal space, where we feel so out of 
control, and in our fear and struggle are weakened. Leaning on God as a necessity.  
 
What is your name, He is asked – I am the deceiver, he admits. Jacob. 
 

28 Then the man said, “You shall no longer be called Jacob, but Israel, for you have 
striven with God and with humans, and have prevailed.” Then Jacob asked him, 



“Please tell me your name.” But he said, “Why is it that you ask my name?” And there 
he blessed him. 
 

A change of name, a transformation of identity to one who wrestles. A forgiveness of self, a 
letting go shame of the past. And a blessing: “May you feel safe, may you feel content, may you 
be strong, may you walk with ease” -  Israel.  
 
And the story continues in the next chapter: 
 
 33:1 And Jacob looked up and there was Esau. And he walked toward him and bowed 
 down seven times. But Esau ran to meet Jacob and embraced him.  
 
 
Reconciliation is so profound and is so difficult.  It’s the internal work that is so challenging. 
 
“Wouldn’t it be easier to just walk away?” To just dismiss it, as part of the past? Not my 
problem. 
 
Facing someone you have wronged is a terrible burden to face. 
Facing a people who have been wronged seems overwhelming. 
 
Reconciliation takes hard work.   
Avoiding conflict is not the way to solve problems. 
 
And so I wonder as we chew on this story for ourselves:  

- Where are the times and places you have wrestled, struggled, come out limping, but 
been able to declare “I have seen God.” 

 
And I wonder  

- What you have learned from these times? 
 
And I wonder 

- Who do you need to face, living or dead, to make amends now? 
 
Amen. 
 
 


