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It has been twenty years since I have seen these hills; I am almost home.  It’s just across the river, this land where I was born, where I grew up, where I played with and fought with my brother, where my mother was buried.  Look, I can see the hills of Canaan from where I stand, here on the east side of the river Jabbok.  When I left twenty years earlier, I had left alone with just the clothes on my back.  And now, I am returning a rich man.  I have a wealth of flocks and money and servants and I have wives and sons with whom to share; sons…eleven of them.  It was a struggle to raise so many children, but I always could hear in all their squabbling the echoes of the promise that God had spoken to me when I left this land: I will make of you a great nation, as the dust of the earth is uncounted, so shall your descendents be.

But I had left this land alone, fled for my life with only the promise of God to keep me going.  And now, here I am again, returning just as I had left: alone and in fear for my life. But I am hopeful, if I remain here alone, perhaps God might speak to me again. Assure me of my rightful place and my destiny.  God might tell me once again that I am blessed and I am to be the father of a great nation.

And perhaps, if I remain here alone, I can bear my brother’s wrath without danger to my family.  My brother: Esau… is he still angry?  I have sent the others on ahead in a gesture of peace and goodwill. Perhaps my brother’s anger will be abated if the first people he meets on the road are my servants who are bringing him presents.  But if it is revenge he seeks, let him find me as I am, a regretful brother, a humble servant of the Lord who stands alone to await his fate.  

I look around yet I can see nothing. There is no moon and the midnight shadows which serve as my landmarks are hidden from me.  Only the stars are bright, brighter than most nights, an ostentatious display of the heavens. I am overcome with their beauty, finding order in the cosmic chaos, peace in the smallness of one man under the mantle of such awe…Suddenly I’m knocked to the ground and I cannot get up. A stranger is upon me, my body momentarily stunned and helpless under the weight.  Then I recover and recharge, pushing back and now I am on top.  We thrash about, rolling around in the dirt and the ashes from the fire I’d made hours before.

But who is this? This stranger who wrestles with me?  Could it be my brother after all these years?  He is old like me yet still strong, stronger than I might expect for one our age.  His arms are hard like iron, his legs are swift and strong like a lion. “But surely I have spent the better part of my childhood wrestling with my brother: that time he took the pomegranate that was intended for me or when he beat me silly for embarrassing him in front of that Hittite girl.  I remember my brother and this stranger is not he.”

Has Esau sent someone in his stead?  Could it be that my brother is so disdainful of me that he cannot even face me and mete out my punishment? After all, I had left Canaan after tricking my brother out of his birthright and his blessing, I was a thief, a trickster, one who takes what belongs to another.  For even my name Jacob means The Supplanter: the one who takes that which is rightfully someone else’s.”  Perhaps this stranger in not called Esau but rather “justice” for I have waited twenty years for his vengeance.

I would not blame him for I am disdainful of myself.  Though I continue to fight with the force of ten men my heart is conflicted with the shame for my actions.  Perhaps I shall call this stranger “conscience” for I’ve wrestled with my conscience every night for twenty years and maybe this is the night the score will be settled.

And yet the night wears on and this stranger persists. Yet I too persist and he, this audacious creature has not prevailed. For I am Jacob: and neither Esau, nor conscience, nor justice can get the better of me. I am Jacob, I will prevail…  Inspired by this new-found confidence, new energy coursing through my blood and I am almost…almost declaring victory when suddenly I heard it, I heard it and felt it…a pop that brought me down like a soaring eagle with an arrow in its breast! 

Instantly I am overcome with a pain that must only rival the birth of a child; my leg is lost to me, though it remains part of my body it is but a 20 lb sack of grain attached to my hip.  It is then that I cling hard to this stranger who has now defeated me, no longer in self-defense or with a desire for victory but rather out of desperation.  I cling to the stranger for fear of what will happen if I let him go.   

“Let me go for the day is breaking” he says. 

 I respond “I will not let you go unless you bless me” 

He asks me “what is your name?” 

“Jacob” I reply.

“You shall no longer be called Jacob” day he says “but Israel, for you have striven with God and human beings and have prevailed”

He is neither Esau, nor his manservant, nor justice, nor conscience but he is GOD…this stranger within my grip.  I have striven with God and prevailed.  And I am no longer “Jacob the Supplanter” but “Israel” meaning he who strives with God.  He has revealed himself to me and I shall call this place “Peniel,” which means “Face of God.”  Yet my God has asked to be released from my grip for the night is yielding to the dawn; a new beginning.  I look up to see the stars are fading and the sky has become like a rich cloth saturated in deep hues of indigo and violet; to the east is the fiery red beginning of a new day.   

So I will release him, though it pains me to do so.  Once again, my Lord and my God has shown his steadfast love for me; has journeyed with me like on that night long ago at Beth-el; and once again, he has blessed me. 

I go ahead of my servants and family and I seek out my brother with all the love and urgency of a nursing child in search of his mother. I bow seven times, each time remembering the dirt and the dust of the night before. My heart is an open wound aching for the healing touch of reconciliation and rekindled love.  My brother runs to me, picking me up off the ground and kisses me.  With tears in my eyes and his face in my hands I tell him “to see your face is like seeing the face of God”

Amen


