Proper 13A; 10th Sunday after Pentecost
Sermon 8.2.26

Genesis 32:22-31

The same night he got up and took his two wives, his two maids, and his eleven children
and crossed the ford of the Jabbok. He took them and sent them across the stream, and
likewise everything that he had. Jacob was left alone, and a man wrestled with him until
daybreak. 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.” 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. So Jacob called the place Peniel, saying, “For I
have seen God face to face, yet my life is preserved.” The sun rose upon him as he passed
Penuel, limping because of his hip.

Matthew 14:13-21

Now when Jesus heard this, he withdrew from there in a boat to a deserted place by
himself. But when the crowds heard it, they followed him on foot from the towns. When he
went ashore, he saw a great crowd, and he had compassion for them and cured their sick.
When it was evening, the disciples came to him and said, “This is a deserted place, and the
hour is now late; send the crowds away so that they may go into the villages and buy food
for themselves!”” Jesus said to them, “They need not go away; you give them something to
eat” They replied, “We have nothing here but five loaves and two fish” And he said, “Bring
them here to me” Then he ordered the crowds to sit down on the grass. Taking the five
loaves and the two fish, he looked up to heaven and blessed and broke the loaves and gave
them to the disciples, and the disciples gave them to the crowds. And all ate and were filled,
and they took up what was left over of the broken pieces, twelve baskets full. And those
who ate were about five thousand men, besides women and children. (423)

Jacob’s name means “to grasp by the heel” The second born of a set of twins, Jacob
was named this because when he came out of the womb he was grasping at the older twin
Esau’s heel.

So goes the story.

And so he also lived for the first half of his life, grasping after the things that were
Esau’s: Esau’s birthright as the first born son, their father’s blessing which should have gone

to Esau.



To get both, he'd resort to trickery.

The birthright was simple. Esau came in from the fields where he'd been hunting,
the thing he loved and was best at doing, a wild ass of a man, it was said. He was hungry
and Jacob had been inside making a stew, a thing he loved and was best at doing, a quiet
man of the tents, it was said. The stew smelled delicious so Esau demanded some of it:
“Give me some of that red red," he said, a rude demand from (himself) a red, hairy man, it
was said. “Give me some of that red red,” which he received even at the stated cost of his
birthright. “I am starving!” he exclaimed. “What good is a birthright to me?”

The blessing was more of a challenge. For this Jacob had not only to entice his easily
enticed brother but also to trick his blind old father. Dressing up in hairy skins to resemble
red, hairy Esau, Jacob came to blind old Isaac when it came time to bestow the blessing.
And when Isaac asked him, “...who are you, my son?” Jacob said to his father, “I am Esau,
your firstborn...” Then Isaac said to Jacob, “Come near, that I may feel you, my son, to know
whether you are really my son Esau or not.” So, Jacob went up to his father Isaac, who felt
him and said, “The voice is Jacob’s voice, but the hands are the hands of Esau. Are you really
my son Esau?” and Jacob answered, “I am”

He was not, of course. He was Jacob doing what so-named Jacobs do, grasping after
the heel.

For this, he would need to flee, running away from his brother who after this swore
he would kill him. He could go to the faraway place, the place from which his mother
Rebekah had come, would stay with her kinsman Laban.

Laban would prove himself as much the trickster as Jacob. With two daughters,
Laban would promise Jacob to have Rachel, the younger one whom Jacob most desired.
Laban would demand that Jacob work for him for seven years in order to earn her hand. But
when time came for them to marry, Laban gave away Leah instead of Rachel, which Jacob
would discover only too late. Laban said he could also have Rachel’s hand but would need to
work for him for another seven years.

Which he did.

And while he did, he struck another bargain with Laban, that he would breed the
livestock, and he could keep any born with blemishes while Laban kept the ones more pure.

This, because over these long years of minding Laban’s flock, Jacob had learned about



breeding, how to get a purebred and how to get one blemished. Thus, Jacob’s flocks grew
while Laban’s languished.

This made Jacob, after many more years, need to flee once again-but this time with
two wives, eleven children, and many goats and donkeys and camels and cows. Out of
options, he would return to his home with all these in attendance-

though it would likely mean his own death.

Traversing the same wilderness he had decades earlier, then full of his own
cleverness, then outrunning his own cunning, now in reverse, now he was likely less full of
self regard, was maybe even full of bitter regret. Why did he keep doing this? Why did he
keep detonating his own life, taking what was given and then grasping after ever more?
Rather than grateful that he'd been given anything at all, rather grasping that it should be
yet more,

why did he keep doing this?

It would be the death of him.

This time, it really would.

How long Esau had waited for this on the home side of the wilderness. How long
Esau might have prepared, sharpening the spear, tightening the bow. A mighty man of the
hunt, he might have been waiting for this most satisfying kill.

And Jacob would deserve it.

Which was the worst part, Jacob might have begun to understand, might have begun
to admit, to let in the painful fact that he was someone who grasped at the heel, that he was
someone who always wanted what others had, or at least what Esau had and to a lesser
extent what Laban had.

Hence, for what it's worth, would eventually come the tenth commandment, that
you shouldn't covet other people’s things, “covet” being simply “to want;” that you shouldn’t
want other people’s things, neither their house nor their spouse, neither their servants nor
their livestock, nor anything that belongs to other people. Hence would come this runaway
commandment that seems in its phrasing to pause to add a new thing because someone
suggested it:

“Don’t want your neighbor’s house”

“Okay, but what about their spouse?”



“Nor their spouse”

“Okay, but what about their servants?”

“Nor their servants.

“Okay, but what about their livestock?”

“Nor their livestock.”

“Okay, but what about...?”

“Nor anything that belongs to your neighbor”

Otherwise this pressing could go on forever. There’s no end to what you could covet.
Because that’s how desire works. It's not that your neighbor has better stuff than you. It's
that your neighbor’s desire for his or her things makes those things desirable. Desire is
catchy. It alights on whatever falls within its gaze and then is felt to justify itself as the
thing being desirable, justifying itself thus to others as well.

And it makes for a miserable life. It makes for a conflicted life. If youre always
grasping after what others have, you never get around to enjoying what you have, feeling
grateful for what you have, appreciating what you have and maybe even sharing it with
others.

There was a rich girl in my grade school class. She would show up every few days
with something some other girl had worn or carried happily a few days prior. Her parents
were always comparing her to her friends. “Why can't you get grades like Sue gets? Why
can't you play basketball like Kelly can?” Her father especially was a torment to her. So she
would show up in Tricia’s sneakers or Amy’s hair tie. It infuriated me when it was my yellow
knit shirt. And it struck me as pathetic too, because she could have had anything. I mean,
her mom drove a Range Rover and her dad drove a Porsche. Our family car was a Chevy.
Why would she want my stuff?

She was known to everyone and hidden to herself.

Jacob, so clever: turns out, he was miserable, though he probably didn’t know it.

Until tonight.

Suddenly a man.

But was it a man? Or was it an angel? Was it a demon Jacob was exorcising himself
of? It's interesting to me that the story doesn't specify, rather presents someone who

doesn’t conform to any prior type. Though he is here called a man, we don't hear his



approach as we would a regular man, we don't have pretext for why he would wrestle with
Jacob as a story might seek to establish for its audience, we don't even have a response
from Jacob that would help us make sense of this, him perhaps asking, “Who are you? Why
have you attacked me? Where have you come from?” as if Jacob were reconciled to such
arbitrary and punishing treatment. Like, “What?” he might have wondered, and then, “Of
course.” He had this coming. He'd sent his wives and children across the ford. He'd sent
ahead servants to offer Esau and also some livestock. All this because he was cautious,
fearful, of Esau’s possible approach and attack. So, he could see, this wasn't Esau, but it was
still unsurprising. So, his own conscience, perhaps? A dawning realization?

But 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 the man said,
another strange detail that’s insistent for it not making any story-sense, “Let me go, for the
day is breaking,” because why was this man confined to the night?

But Jacob said, “I will not let you go, unless you bless me”

Here again.

Wait, hear again: Jacob said, “I will not let you go, unless you bless me.”

Get it?

Calling to mind the last time he insisted on a blessing. “...who are you, my son?” Isaac
had said, old and blind.

And Jacob responded, “I am Esau, your firstborn...”

“Come near, that I may feel you, my son, to know whether you are really my son
Esau or not because the voice is Jacob’s voice, but the hands are the hands of Esau. Are you
really my son Esau?”

“Tam”

And thus he'd get the blessing, for swearing “I am” someone else altogether, which in
his case is to say “I am” not someone who grasps at the heel.

This time, however, Jacob would finally admit it. The first time he ever would,
according to this long story, the first time he'd ever say his own name, several times having
been asked, according to this long story, the man saying to him, “What is your name?” And
Jacob at long last saying, at long last admitting, “Jacob.” As in, “I am one who takes by the

heel” This open secret that everyone knew about him but him, that everyone had probably



long figured out about him but him, pathetic, really, a sad fact about him that he might have
understood as cleverness or ambition, that he might have thought made him victorious
over others for those others never able simply to keep what they had, Jacob always instead
managing to get such things from them, by which he'd be the winner, by which he would
win.

No.

Him now rather admitting this pitiable thing about himself, he can finally say it:
“Jacob. I am Jacob.

By which admission he wouldn’t be anymore. He would now be Israel, the father of a
people who would similarly prevail in the world in spite of overwhelming odds against
them.

It can be a long road to some admission, some letting in of something by which you
are finally free of it, or free with it. I think of people in recovery. I think of the profound first
step of finally admitting it, “I'm an alcoholic” “I'm an addict” I think of people coming out of
the closet. “I'm gay” “I'm a lesbian.” I think of people simply coming to themselves, which
can be a challenge no matter what self you end up coming to.

Which maybe is because, in our culture at least, we're raised to believe we can
become anything, anything we want. But then life happens and options become obviously
fewer and paths become foreclosed upon and you realize you can’t become anything, you
can only become something and chances are good you're already that, if in some faint,
unformed way. But that realization is its own freedom and its own fulfillment. “Oh, I'm a
pastor”

Jacob will reunite with Esau. Esau will approach him in peace and contentment.
Easu will say words that Jacob is able to say in gracious return. Jacob will have sent ahead
some maids and livestock to offer to Esau. And Esau will say, “What do you mean by all this
company that I met?” which Jacob will explain, “To find favor with my lord”

But Esau will say, “I have enough, my brother; keep what you have for yourself,

which will have Jacob likewise say, “Please accept my present from my hand,
because I [too] have everything I want,

at which Esau would say, “Let us journey on our way alongside one another.”



They're not the loftiest words scripture ever put forth. Theyre not the highest-
minded confession a faith as high-minded as Christianity might urge. They're pretty basic.
But how different might our life together as a nation and culture might look if these
became a mantra, a practice? How different might our cruel economy feel, its ever-faster
treadmill of production and wealth-seeking, if we could truly say them. “I have enough, my
brother. I have enough”

Astute hearers of sermons will notice I haven’'t even mentioned the gospel reading,
which is an important one. Worried hearers of sermons, worried ticket holders for the
afternoon concert at Tanglewood, might indeed worry that I'm going to turn my attention
to it now, even though what sermon there is here so far will more than suffice. This is to
say, I've gone on long enough.

Next week, we'll consider more closely this feeding of over five thousand people in
the wilderness, which is either a picture of abundance or a picture of sufficiency. We'll
consider it then because it's a bigger story than just this one portion of it, it's connected to
what’s to come next week.

For now then, and in more ways than one, we have enough.

Thanks be to God.



