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22 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. 23 He took them and sent them across the 
stream, and likewise everything that he had.  24 Jacob was left alone; and a man wrestled 
with him until daybreak. 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. 
26 Then he said, "Let me go, for the day is breaking." But Jacob said, "I will not let you go, 
unless you bless me." 27 So he said to him, "What is your name?" And he said, "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." 29 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. 
30 So Jacob called the place Peniel, saying, "For I have seen God face to face, and yet my 
life is preserved."  (Gen. 32:22-30 NRSV) 

 
1 Meanwhile Saul, still breathing threats and murder against the disciples of the Lord, 
went to the high priest 2 and asked him for letters to the synagogues at Damascus, so that 
if he found any who belonged to the Way, men or women, he might bring them bound to 
Jerusalem. 3 Now as he was going along and approaching Damascus, suddenly a light 
from heaven flashed around him. 4 He fell to the ground and heard a voice saying to him, 
"Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?" 5 He asked, "Who are you, Lord?" The reply 
came, "I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting. 6 But get up and enter the city, and you 
will be told what you are to do." 7 The men who were traveling with him stood speechless 
because they heard the voice but saw no one. 8 Saul got up from the ground, and though 
his eyes were open, he could see nothing; so they led him by the hand and brought him 
into Damascus. 9 For three days he was without sight, and neither ate nor drank.  (Acts 
9:1-9 NRSV) 
 

1 
 Each of us has a naïve and frequently regrettable way of seeing, hearing, and 
believing what we want to see, hear, and believe.   
 I remember reading an autobiography by Corrie ten Boom, a survivor of 
Auschwitz.1  She describes life in Holland in the early years of Nazi occupation.  She and 
her family operated the best watch shop in a fairly large town in Holland – so everyone in 
town had their watches repaired in her family’s shop.   
 Not long after the Nazis occupied their town, the ten Booms began to notice their 
Jewish customers neglected to pick up the watches they had brought in for repair.  Upon 
investigation, they found the Jewish customers had not only vacated their homes, they had 
vanished without a trace.  Some of the citizens of the town speculated that the Nazis were 
responsible…even that the Nazis had murdered these Jews.  But Corrie and her family 
refused to believe anyone could be so evil.  Even when they received first-hand accounts 
of the atrocities inflicted upon their Jewish neighbors, they would not believe it. 
 Corrie ten Boom, indeed most decent people, believed no one could or would treat 
another human being in such a hateful, sadistic manner.  I count us among those who can’t 



 2 

believe the horrors we hear of.  We want to believe the respect we have for others is 
universal – that people treat others the way we treat others.  We want to believe the best 
about people.  But that is not the case, is it?   
 My point is that we tend to get something in our heads and no amount of evidence 
to the contrary will change our minds.  The first disciples certainly found this out as they 
told the story of Jesus' cross and resurrection.  The philosophers in Athens scoffed.  
Laughing and making jokes they walked away.2  In his letter to the Corinthian Christians 
Paul said there were many people of deep faith who, when they heard Jesus' story, labeled 
it "foolishness."3 
 We get things in our head, too, don't we…and not amount of evidence will get us to 
even take the time to ponder an alternative, let alone change.  These two stories we will 
consider today cause me to face the very real possibility that what we think may have 
more to do with what we want than with the truth God is trying to get us to see…or more 
to the point, the life God is trying to get us to take hold of.   

2 
 In our story of Jacob at the Jabbok, we come upon a man who is consumed with 
fear.  Twenty years earlier he had swindled his brother, Esau.  Afraid for his life, Jacob fled 
to a far country.  We take up the story as he prepares to go home again for the first time.  It 
is night on the banks of the river Jabbok and tomorrow Jacob will have to face Esau. 
 Would Esau let bygones be bygones – or would he carry out his 20-year-old threat?  
Jacob could not even hope for his brother’s forgiveness – for, you see, forgiveness is not a 
part of Jacob’s make-up.  The pattern of his life means fear stalks him like a tethered 
shadow.  This is his way – and as far as he is concerned, there is no other way.  With such 
an unforgiving orientation toward life, reconciliation with his brother surely seems 
unlikely. 
 Anxious, fearful of what tomorrow may bring, Jacob is alone.  It is as if his whole 
past has caught up with him this dark night.  And so plagued with memories and 
trembling for what he is sure tomorrow will bring, a man takes hold of him and wrestles 
with him there until the breaking of day.”  Who is his nameless opponent? 
 As dawn lightens the darkness, Jacob can just make out his opponent’s face.  And 
what he sees is something more terrible than the face of death.  It is the face of love.   
 I quoted Swedish poet Tomas Tranströmer last week.  I'll quote him again today.  In 
one of his poems titled, Kyrie, he makes the following observation that fits so well with 
Jacob's experience.  Tranströmer writes - "At times my life suddenly opens its eyes in the 
dark…"4   
 As Jacob wrestled the night through with God (or an angel of God) his life suddenly 
opened its eyes in the dark.  And all the darkness and deception that had defined his 
conniving past were exposed to the face of God, the face of love.   
 I think it is fair to say that in one way or another we all fight God – God, “the 
beloved enemy.”  Of course God is not really our enemy…but God seems like an enemy 
because God wants us to quit being selfish and self-centered.  God wants us to quit trying 
to put him into a box…to quit thinking our notions of God really define God…to quit 
thinking what we think of God is all the God of God there is.5  God wants us to let go of 
those things we've done that fill us with excessive pride and excessive shame.  He wants 
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us to embrace a new life…a new future.  God, the beloved enemy, wants to give us life… 
but it will cost us our lives. 
 Will we give ourselves to him, you and I?  Will we see, hear, and believe the truth 
God reveals to us through people and events every day – and change in ways that allow 
us to live in light of God's truth about us?  I don’t know.  Only remember the last glimpse 
we have of Jacob – limping home to meet his brother, changed not just physically but 
profoundly changed – so changed, in fact, that he carries a new name, Israel…which 
means “one who wrestles with God.”6 

3 
 And then there is Paul, or Saul as he is called as the story opens.  Luke, the writer of 
Acts, portrays Saul as enemy #1 of the emerging church.  In chapter 8, Luke mentions that 
Saul was present at the death of the first Christian martyr, Stephen.  In fact, Saul, thinking 
he was doing the righteous thing, watched over the garments of those who stoned 
Stephen.  He not only approved of Stephen’s death, but also led a violent persecution of 
the entire Christian community.  Luke wants his readers to understand Saul was a violent, 
active, resourceful persecutor of the young church.7 
 On route to Damascus to arrest Christians, there is an abrupt and completely 
unavoidable roadblock put in Saul's way by God.  No telling how many times God had 
tried to get Saul’s attention and Saul did not notice.  That day on his way to Damascus, 
though, God got Saul’s attention.  Thrust into Saul’s program to save Judaism God posed 
the following question – “Saul, Saul…why do you persecute me?”8 
 Think about that question a minute.  The voice Saul hears asks, "Why do you 
persecute me?"  In what sense was Saul persecuting Christ…and by extension, God?   
 There are several things we can say.  The first thing to say is that Saul was literally 
seeing to it that followers of the Way were arrested and even killed.  The second thing to 
say is that by persecuting Jesus' followers Saul was in fact standing in God's way.  And the 
third thing to say is that Jesus may have been telling Saul that his religious zeal was not 
"of God" and so was not serving God at all. 
    
 Saul was a very religious man…but that very religious zeal was causing him to 
stand in the way of faith.  And that very religious zeal led Jesus to say, “Saul, Saul…why 
do you persecute me?” 
 Saul's experience makes me wonder how often our religious convictions cause us to 
stand in God's way?  We can be very certain about what we believe.      
 Flannery O’Connor once said of Paul, “I reckon the Lord knew the only way to make a 
Christian out of that one was to knock him off his horse.”9  Some people do need to get knocked 
down before they will see the truth from a new angle and change their ways.  To be sure, a 
voice, a presence, knocked down Paul – he was confronted with the indicting truth about 
himself, and nothing about him would be quite the same again.10 
 We are not told what happened inside Saul’s head and heart.  Rather, we are told 
what was done to him.  Christ was the central figure in this story…not Paul.  Paul’s part 
was to make sense of the event – to bring meaning and purpose out of the lightning bolt, 
the voice, and his blindness.  And his part was to reflect upon the awful ways in which his 
religious zeal had caused him to work against the God he thought he was serving.11 
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4 
 Both these stories are about God…and about how God is always at work in us and 
around us.  The stories we considered today become very personal, they become "our" 
stories, when we hear them as another way God is trying to get us to notice.   
 Both of these stories, then, make me wonder how you and I don't just ignore God… 
but actually stand in God's way in this world.  And that is not what we want to do, is it!  
We want to "get out of the way" and let the Spirit of Christ "melt us, mold us, fill us, use 
us."12 
 And so I want you to think about something in the silence that will follow this 
sermon…and throughout the coming week.  What is keeping you from noticing God at 
work?  And in what sense are you not noticing God calling you to breathe the life God 
wants you to breathe?13  Amen. 
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