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Life Is Changed Forever

On days like today I would like to be the kind of preacher who stands up and says with absolute confidence: “Here are five easy steps to pray effectively and get the results you want.” And if you’ve been to Border’s book store recently, you know that instead of Augustine’s Confessions or Luther’s Freedom of a Christian, the entire religion section is full of books with titles like these: “The 5 Easy Steps to Effective Prayer”. They seem to make one’s relationship with God a bit like drawing answers from a hat--it’s quick, easy, and completely clear.

I’d like to stand up today and report that when you turn to God there will be no more surprises in your life because you’ll know every outcome and they will all be exactly as you had planned, and exactly as you envisioned. I’d like to tell you that you can have a relationship with God and remain the same person you always were.

From the book of Genesis we meet Jacob at a crisis in his life. He’s never been the kind of good Jewish boy that’s supposed to be in the Bible, and he comes from a family you’d guess would be far too dysfunctional for the Good Book, but there it is. Years ago he tricked his blind father, stole the birthright that was rightly his older brother Esau’s, and then with the assistance of his enabling mother “took the money and ran.” Now he’s forced to travel through the town where his brother lives, and he’s terrified. He is haunted by his past mistakes, and he is flat out scared to confront his brother’s anger that may have been building over all these years. 

Always the clever one, Jacob is not without a plan. In his travel procession, he’s placed gifts for Esau in the front--and not just any gifts but the most generous, expensive abundance of gifts you can imagine. Then, at the very end of the procession--once Esau has received all his presents--Jacob will bring up the rear and meet his brother, either to be forgiven and live, or to be killed.

On the night we hear about in the story he is alone with his past mistakes, alone with his anxieties, alone with his fear of what may come. He feels the weight of responsibility for his family who may have to pay for his mistakes, and he feels the weight of his own visceral fear of not knowing what his future will hold. In every sense of the word, Jacob is alone.

And as the story goes, someone wrestles with Jacob, and not just for a few minutes but a struggle that lasts through the whole night and into the morning. It is a physical, mental, emotional, spiritual struggle--you can imagine their exertion and exhaustion after hours of strain. Jacob’s adversary wounds him seriously, dislocating his hip--but Jacob won’t let go his hold until the man blesses him. Like the widow in the Gospel parable who was determined to have her case heard, Jacob persists with tenacity. The man agrees, but before he does, he gives Jacob a new name: “You shall no longer be called Jacob, but Israel, for you have striven with God and with humans, and have prevailed…So Jacob called the place Peniel, saying ‘For I have seen God face to face, and yet my life is preserved.’” And then the strangest image: “The sun rose upon him as he passed through Penuel, limping because of his hip.”

There’s no doubt this is setting the stage for Israel’s future history--it is indeed a history true to it’s name, full of intense struggles with God and other humans. But there is something personal here, some truth about what it means to be in relationship with the living God. First part is that  there is real struggle: intellectual struggle full of doubt and hope, emotional struggle full of fears and dreams, physical struggle with your whole body--muscles and tendons and bones and skin. And on some unspoken level, the spiritual struggle of how and when to trust God, and how and when to trust yourself--the two are so intermingled like two bodies wrestling, and it’s not often clear where the one ends and the other begins.

Second part is that there’s no doubt Jacob leaves in the morning a more mature person, wiser, we might say he is made whole in the process of the struggle, and yet the way to wholeness involves being wounded by God. God dislocates Jacob’s hip and wounds him in a way that changes his life forever, changes the way he walks, changes what he can and cannot do--in the struggle God wounds Jacob and it changes his life forever. 

Last part is that in the struggle we are made into a new person, and given a new name. Our life is changed forever, and like Jacob who becomes Israel, we walk away with a limp. It’s a reminder of who you once were, and who you have become in the struggle. I remember talking to a young woman who was recovering from a long bout with cancer and the strenuous treatment, and she said to me, “People keep telling me they hope I feel like my old self again, that life will return to normal. But I’m not the same person I was before this whole process, and I don’t want to go back. The truth is, I’ve changed. I’m a different person than I was before; there’s a new normal for me now.” She did not believe that God caused her cancer; in fact she was convinced it had nothing to do with God. But she knew that through her struggle with cancer, God was somehow in it making her, forming her into a new person.

It is a natural human desire to want to go back to when we were younger, before our life took on changes that we would not have guessed, changes some of which we could not control. But God works differently than we do. What Scripture confirms over and over again is that God is in those changes that make us into new people, however difficult or even painful they are. God is in your struggle forming you into a new person, giving you a new name, making you whole in ways you never before would have imagined. 

There is a danger here. This is not to say God goes about touching down into people’s lives causing pain, disease, and difficult changes like some cosmic sadist in order to make us into better people. This was not Jacob’s experience, nor should it be ours. His life, not unlike most of ours, took on complicated twists and turns of its own, from nothing more than the complexity of life that happens to all of us--part consequences of his own actions, and part just life in all its uncontrollable mystery. It was rather in the struggle to make meaning, to trust someone besides himself, to reconcile with his past and believe he might still have a future that God can redeem--it is in this struggle of his whole being with the living God who calls him into a new future full of hope and new life--it’s in that struggle where he is wounded, and somehow made whole. 

And as the sun rises upon him with the promise of a new day, full of new possibilities, Israel limps toward the future God holds for him. 

You may remember how this part of the story ends. While Israel is still far off his brother Esau sees him and runs toward him with the abandonment, the excitement of a loving parent to a prodigal child. He embraces Israel, kisses him, and together they weep. And for both of them, new life begins.
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