
“Life’s Holy Wrangle”
Genesis 32:22‐31
2 Timothy 3:14‐4:5
17 October 2010
Rev’d. Tanya Stormo Rasmussen

Prayer: As we wrestle with the words of Scripture, may our hearts and minds be open to
your Word, O God, and may we receive your blessing with humble gratitude. Amen.

According to a Gallup/USA Today poll taken this year, 92% of all Americans say they
believe in God. The most recent poll I could Tind for Great Britain reported that less than
40% say they’re believers. I couldn’t Tind statistics anywhere on this for England or Great
Britain, but according to A.J. Jacobs, somewhere between 33 and 55 percent of Americans
say they take the Bible literally. He goes on to point out the obvious: this literal
interpretation of the Bible shapes American policies on issues we hear about in our daily
news: policies on the Middle East, homosexuality, stem cell research, education, abortion—
right on down to rules about buying beer on Sunday. 

Jacobs, raised as a secular Jew, conducted a religious experiment and wrote about in
his book entitled, A Year of Living Biblically.  He’d become curious about religion and decided
that if he was ever going to understand it (or, perhaps, understand religious people), he’d
have to take the Bible seriously enough to actually live out its teachings as authentically and
literally as he could. He suspected that “almost everyone’s literalism consisted of picking and
choosing. People plucked out the parts that Tit their agenda, whether that agenda was to the
right or left. Not me,” he writes; “I thought, with some naiveté, I would peel away the layers
of interpretation and Tind the true Bible underneath. I would do this by being the ultimate
fundamentalist. I’d be fearless. I would do exactly what the Bible said, and in so doing, I’d
discover what’s great and timeless in the Bible and what is outdated.”1 He refused to wear
clothes that were made of mixed Tibers; didn’t cut his beard; radically altered his diet (if
you’ve never had a real look at the Jewish dietary laws, you’d be surprised how detailed they
are); he even “stoned” and adulterer. (Okay, he threw one little pebble at a guy, and only after
the man had thrust a handful at him in provocation. The older man clearly thought Jacobs
was nuts as he walked around New York’s Central Park in his robe and sandals, and basically
dared him to stone him because, he said, he regularly committed adultery and wasn’t afraid
of Jacobs knowing it.)

By his own admission, Jacobs was transformed by his year‐long experiment. By the
end, he referred to himself as a ‘reverent agnostic’ and wrote this: “As with most Biblical
journeys, my year has taken me on detours I could never have predicted. I didn’t expect to
herd sheep in Israel. Or fondle a pigeon egg. Or Tind solace in prayer. Or hear Amish jokes
from the Amish. I didn’t expect to confront just how absurdly Tlawed I am. I didn’t expect to
discover such strangeness in the Bible. And I didn’t expect to, as the Psalmist says, Take
refuge in the Bible and rejoice in it.”2  

When I read the lectionary texts for this week, I both winced and thrilled. The part of
me that winced was the part that can still hear the voices of those from my conservative
Reformed and Calvinist upbringing, who raised me on a strict literal understanding of

1 www.ajjacobs.com
2 ibid.
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Scripture. Periodically, I would hear today’s New Testament lection from 2 Timothy quoted
as a stern warning against taking any other approach to biblical interpretation. “All scripture
is God‐breathed and is useful for teaching, for rebuking, correcting and training in
righteousness, so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work. . . .
For the time will come,” they would continue reading, “when men will not put up with sound
doctrine. Instead, to suit their own desires, they will gather around them a great number of
teachers to say what their itching hears want to hear. They will turn their ears away from the
truth and turn aside to myths.” (2 Tim. 3:16,‐17,4:3‐4, NIV) 

‘Sola scriptura,’ (scripture alone) they’d caution: nothing but the plain truth of what’s
written on the page is acceptable. According to David Peel, “The battle cry of the
Reformation was sola scriptura, and on matters of authority it is often said that ‘if the
reformers dethroned the pope, they enthroned Scripture.’”

By adopting the maxim of sola scriptura, the Reformers were not so much arguing for
the authority of Scripture—everyone accepted that. Rather, they were arguing for a
particular approach to reading the Bible: the literal rather than allegorical reading of the
text.3 One of the contentions of Luther, Calvin and other early Reformers was that, Catholic
clerics—who regularly read Scripture allegorically and not strictly literally—were adept at
“Tind[ing] any of the church’s beliefs hidden or symbolized in the most unlikely corners of
the Old and New Testaments”4. Thus they were able to justify all kinds of what the
Reformation movement identiTied as abuses and heresies. 

‘The biblical writers were, according to Calvin’s [own words], “organs of the Holy
Spirit” uttering only what they were commissioned to declare (Calvin’s Comm., 2 Timothy 3:16). The
Holy Spirit is “the Author of Scriptures” (Inst. I.ix.2). Consequently, “we owe to the Scripture the
same reverence which we owe to God; because it has proceeded from him alone, and has
nothing belonging to man mixed with it” (Calvin’s Comm., 2 Tim. 3:16). For Calvin, Scripture is so well‐
ordered, so uniTied, so beautiful and perfect that it “savour[s] of nothing earthly” (Inst. I.viii.1).’5 

It was a very difTicult and painful struggle for me to part theological company with
the way I had been raised. But I had discovered that God’s Truth is much greater than any
one intepretation, and I had to be true to what my own best understanding. I will forever
have a bit of a limp from that struggle, and that’s why I winced. 

The part that thrilled was that the story of Jacob wrestling with God is one of my
favourite biblical stories. It depicts genuine human experience for those of us who wrestle
with God, and/or theology, and/or faith in general. For me, it interprets and tells the very
personal story I just described.

But the lection cut the story from Genesis very short on the front end, and left out
some of the most important bits of the story for setting the human part of the stage. So I’ll
Till it in. 

Jacob wasn’t just out on a camping trip with his family when this wrestling match
occurred. You’ll likely remember that Jacob, as a young man, tricked his twin (but ever‐so‐
slightly older) brother Esau out of his birthright, and Jacob received the much‐coveted
blessing from their father, Isaac. After that act of deceit, Jacob literally ran for his life. He
went and settled with his uncle Laban in a distant land. Eventually, he married and had a
3 David Peel, Reforming Theology, p. 15.
4David Peel, quoting Brian Gerrish, p. 14 Reforming Theology.
5 http://thegospelcoalition.org/blogs/kevindeyoung/2010/09/22/did‐john‐calvin‐believe‐in‐inerrancy/
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family. He was very industrious, and he made his father‐in‐law a very wealthy man, and did
the same for himself. 

As his family grew and he was getting older, Jacob began to long for the homeland of
his youth, to the place where his parents were buried. He had heard or received this message
from the LORD: “Return to your country and to your kindred and I will do you good” (Gen. 32:9).
So Jacob decided to make a return. But he was not without worry. Esau’s rage was seared
into his memory, how his brother had wanted to kill him. And now, he was thinking of trying
to return with all of this wealth he’d accumulated, as well as his beautiful wives and
children. . . how on earth would Esau take it? 

He sent ahead some messengers to get a sense for how Esau might respond. When
they returned, they reported, ‘“We came to meet your brother Esau, and he is coming to
meet you, and four hundred men are with him.” Then Jacob was greatly afraid and
distressed. . .’ (Gen. 32:6‐7a)  He divided his people, Tlocks and herds into two big companies so
that if Esau’s men were going to attack, then they wouldn’t get everyone at once and they
could stand a chance in battle.

Jacob devised a plan to send ahead one contingent and make a huge gift of hundreds
of animals—goats and rams, camels and cows and bulls and donkeys. All of these, he sent
ahead along with the message to Esau that they were a gift from his servant Jacob, who
would be following along shortly. “For he thought, ‘I may appease him with the present that
goes ahead of me, and afterwards I shall see his face; perhaps he will accept me.’” (Gen. 32:19)  

And that’s where our reading picked up this morning. Jacob was desperate for
acceptance, for reconciliation. He longed for nothing more than to feel at home, no longer an
outsider in an alien land. He had experienced a sense of divine assurance that all would be
okay. But he had no idea how to read or understand the message that his brother was
coming—with 400 men! Should he believe the LORD, or should he believe the fear in his gut?
Was it even the LORD who had encouraged him to return to his homeland, or was it just a
form of self‐delusion that had convinced him that all could be forgiven? After all, he had seen
and could never lose sight of the hatred in his brother’s eyes, and he knew that his act of
betrayal was deserving of such antipathy. 

All night long he wrestled, questioning everything, working through every memory
and bit of self‐understanding. It was exhausting. And painful. But he refused to give up. And
as morning began to break and his adversary said, “I need to go,” Jacob said, “No way. Not
until you bless me.” And although the stranger wouldn’t give him a name, he did bestow a
powerful and meaningful blessing. He was no longer someone who displaced others, but
Jacob’s character and nature grew. In fact, his entire identity underwent a transformation as
a result of the struggle. The blessing described his transformation: no longer would he be
called Jacob (meaning ‘supplanter’, ‘one who supercedes’), but now he was to be called Israel
(meaning ‘God contends, or grapples with’). He would forever have a hitch in his step, but
that was okay because it reminded him of who he was, where he had been, what he had
done. And his name became the name of the People of God, and their story was his story, and
his story theirs.

As members of Christ’s Church, we’re collectively engaged in a holy struggle to
understand and faithfully live out God’s Word. Yesterday, a group of you did a brilliant job of
providing us with so many ways to reTlect upon the ongoing struggle to ‘Peace Together One
World’. Ten years ago, the United Nations named this the “International Decade for a Culture
of Peace and Non‐violence for the Children of the World.” That decade ends this year, and it’s
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been a difTicult, relentless, holy struggle. There’s no clear sense that there’s a victor—
because the objectives of promoting sustainable economic and social development; of
promoting respect for all human rights; and of advancing understanding, tolerance and
solidarity—all have experienced some success. 

Equally, though, there have been setbacks, and in any case our children still don’t
enjoy a peaceful, non‐violent world. But the point is, we’re persevering in the struggle—and
God is persevering with us. God continues to grapple with humankind, and God blesses us
because of our unwillingness to let go or give up.

Each of you will have your own story of an almighty struggle with the holy. A vibrant
and growing faith understanding involves some intense wrestling—with scriptural texts,
with other people, with our best understanding of what is true, and right, and faithful. 

In his conclusion to A Year of Living Biblically, A.J. Jacobs says: ‘Studying the Bible is
not like studying sumo wrestling in Japan. It’s more like wrestling itself. This opponent of
mine is sometimes beautiful, sometimes cruel, sometimes ancient, sometimes crazily
relevant. I can’t get a handle on it. I’m outmatched.’”6 

If we stay with it, like Jacob, we may hobble a bit—there will be bits of us that hurt
from the struggle and feel out of joint. But we will walk away blessed. 

Jacob’s holy struggle was as much with his past and his family relationships as it was with
God—and I suspect that for many believers, this is the extent of our spiritual wrestling,
which is why Jacob is such an identiTiable character.

But our even greater teacher, guide and inspiration in life and in our search for truth
is Jesus, who wrangled with powers and authorities far beyond what most of us ever do in
our daily lives. He staked everything on being true to his relationship with God, and it cost
him his life. But because of it, we know that no power or reality in this world—not even
death itself—can defeat us when we persevere with God. 

It’s not God’s desire to outmatch us, but to prevail with us, and ultimately to bless us.
Now, that’s love. Thanks be to God.

6 (J. Peter Holmes, FotW, 183‐87.)
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