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To be alone. For some people, the opportunity to be alone is a gift, 
something to which they look forward. For others, to be alone is lonely, 
frightening, something to be avoided.  In this story, Jacob is left alone, 
without his animals, without his slaves, without his children, without his 
wives. Completely alone. And the sense we get from the story isn’t that 
Jacob was practicing good selfcare by intentionally taking time away 
from it all to rest and reflect, maybe get a massage or pedicure. Jacob, 
frightened and sounding desperate, pleads with God to save him and 
then is left completely alone. 
 
What’s it like to be alone when you don’t want to be?  
What’s it like to be alone when you are afraid?  
Jacob’s fear was not unfounded. His estranged brother, Esau, was 
coming with 400 men, to meet him. And before the two of them would 
be face to face, Esau and his men would be face to face with everything 
Jacob had sent ahead of him…his possessions, his family, his whole life. 
But, how did we get here, these two brothers alienated from each 
other, seemingly on the cusp of a collision? 
 
Last week, we ended with the birth of Isaac to his very old parents, 
Abraham and Sarah. Isaac’s birth was the beginning of the fulfillment of 
God’s promise to Abraham that he would “make of him a great nation.” 
Isaac grew up and married Rebekah. They had twins, Esau and Jacob. 
Genesis 25 tells the story of their birth. Esau was born first, which as 
you know, in the biblical narrative carries with it a lot of privilege, 
including the primary share of the family’s wealth upon the father’s 
death. His brother, Jacob, was born right after him, holding on to Esau’s 



heel. In fact, the name Jacob means “heel,” but it also means, “to 
replace.” And Jacob lived up to his name.  
Here’s a story that illustrates that: Esau had been working in the field 
and came home famished. Jacob was cooking and Esau asked him for 
some food. Jacob said he would give him some in exchange for Esau’s 
birthright. Esau was so hungry that he traded his birthright for some 
stew. This transaction was legitimized later when Isaac was on his 
deathbed. It was time for him to bless his first-born son. But Jacob, with 
the help of his mother, tricked his father, who was blind by then, into 
giving Jacob the blessing. It is clear in the story that once the blessing 
was given it could not be undone. Jacob had literally replaced his 
brother.  
 
By the end of Genesis 27, Jacob had taken from his brother, both his 
birthright and his father’s blessing. Esau, as you can imagine, was 
furious. Jacob, in order to escape his brother’s wrath, fled to Haran to 
live with his mother’s brother, Laban. He married two of Laban’s 
daughters, first Leah and then Rachel. Jacob did well and was quite 
prosperous. Genesis 30:43 says, “Thus the man grew exceedingly rich, 
and had large flocks, and male and female slaves, and camels and 
donkeys.” Unfortunately, Jacob’s relationship to Laban and his sons 
deteriorated, Laban’s sons saw that Jacob was replacing them, taking 
some of what was theirs. God spoke to Jacob and told him it was time 
to go home, so once again he packed up, took his family and all they 
owned and left Haran, this time to escape Laban. Laban, concerned 
about his daughters, caught up with them and the men made a 
covenant and parted ways.  
 
Jacob sent a message to Esau, telling him where he had been and that 
done well for himself and would like to “find favor” with him. In other 
words, “Don’t kill me and I will give you some of my stuff.” The 
messengers returned to Jacob and said, “We came to your brother 
Esau, and he is coming to meet you, and four hundred men are with 



him.” Alarmed, he appealed to God for help and sent his family away 
with all of his belongings. Jacob’s story continues: 
*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.” 31 The sun rose upon him as he passed 
Penuel, limping because of his hip. 32 Therefore to this day the Israelites 
do not eat the thigh muscle that is on the hip socket, because he struck 
Jacob on the hip socket at the thigh muscle. 
 
Jacob wasn’t alone with himself for very long. Soon, he was alone with 
a man. And they struggled. They struggled all night long. The story tells 
us that, at one point, the man realized he was not winning this lengthy 
wrestling match, so he dislocated Jacob’s hip to impede him. You would 
think that would do the trick, right? But Jacob refused to let the man 
go. He kept struggling. Jacob wanted a blessing from the man. Before 
the man gave him the blessing, though, he gave him a new identity 
saying, “You shall no longer be called Jacob, but Israel, for you have 
striven with God and with humans, and have prevailed.” Whether you 
think about that metaphorically or physically, Jacob had been wrestling 
with God that night. 
 
Truthfully, Jacob had been wrestling his whole life. It’s been my 
experience that human beings who wreak the kind of havoc Jacob did 
on others, are wrestling, not only with other people, but with 



themselves and with God. Jacob was face to face with who he really 
was, maybe for the first time. He was Jacob, the heel, the replacer. 
Maybe it was in the wrestling that he recognized himself. Maybe it was 
because he finally saw himself clearly that he was able to recognize that 
he was face to face with God. Maybe that is what the man meant when 
he said, “you have striven with God and with human beings and have 
prevailed.” Jacob received his blessing then. And he marked that time 
and place by naming that place, “Peniel,” saying, “For I have seen God 
face to face…” Jacob had been seen and he saw. This was, indeed, holy 
ground. 
 
Human beings have been struggling with God from the beginning, 
right? In fact, the unique message of Christianity is that God isn’t a 
distant, disinterested Creator, leaving us to suffer alone. God is part of 
our world, in us and around us. God is willing to struggle with us 
through the messiness we encounter in this world, some of it our own 
making. This story illustrates God’s willingness to struggle with human 
beings, even when we act like…well, heels. Jacob, maybe not so unlike a 
lot of us, made a habit of taking that which did not belong to him. Yet, 
God saw Jacob in that moment when he was all alone and Jacob was 
changed. He was both blessed and bruised.  
 
Gosh, when I had the chance to think about that this week, it occurred 
to me, that life is like that. It is a mixed bag of blessings and bruises, of 
really great and really painful.  
*I know I’ve shared this favorite quote by author and activist, LR Knost, 
with you before, but it bears repeating, “Life is amazing. And then it's 
awful. And then it's amazing again. And in between the amazing and 
awful it's ordinary and mundane and routine.” Our lives are full of 
moments, some of which will become lasting memories, and if we pay 
attention and take time to be fully present in them, we will see that 
some of those moments bring us face to face with God.  



*Knost’s quote continues with some advice, “Breathe in the amazing, 
hold on through the awful, and relax and exhale during the ordinary. 
That's just living heartbreaking, soul-healing, amazing, awful, ordinary 
life. And it's breathtakingly beautiful.”  
 
I sometimes feel like life is on fast forward. I feel like life is divided into 
half hour segments and I just bounce from one thing to the next, 
unable to fully participate in what’s happening in the present because 
I’ve already moved on to the next thing. Does that resonate with any of 
you? The problem with all of us moving quickly from one thing to 
another, is that it’s easy to miss times and places that have the 
potential to change us if we will let them. One of the roles of the 
Church throughout history has been to create times and places for 
people to come face to face with God. Rituals, like baptisms, 
communion, lighting candles, and some would say, even church 
potlucks, are designed to bring participants into the presence of one 
another and into the awareness of God’s presence. It is in these times 
and places that we really wrestle with our identity as individuals and as 
a community. 
 
*In the book, Holy Currencies, by Eric Law, that some of us are reading 
together, he talks about time and place as currencies necessary for 
sustainable, missional ministry. In this time when many churches are 
struggling financially, Law points out that a church’s physical building 
and grounds are valuable assets when it comes to providing 
opportunities for human beings to come face to face with God and to 
experience God in the form of hospitality, belonging, compassion, and 
love. But Law makes it clear, these things don’t just magically happen. 
They require God’s people to commit to making it happen. In other 
words, it requires us to give our time. A member of the congregation I 
served in Illinois was talking about how wonderful he thought the 
Christmas Eve service was one year. He said, “I loved all the 
spontaneity, how things just happened and it was perfect.” I didn’t 



have the heart to tell him that spontaneity he enjoyed took months of 
preparation and several rehearsals. Spontaneity takes a lot of work.  
 
The currencies of time and place are certainly not limited to this 
building and the time we spend in this building. Any place that is being 
used to bring about a world more in line with God’s dream for creation, 
any place we make ready with the idea that our neighbors, and 
ourselves, would experience God’s presence in a real way, is sacred, it 
is holy ground. Just as Jacob named the place by the Jabbok, Peniel, 
because of his experience there. We can do the same thing,  when we 
name and claim space in our lives to make God known.  
 
Those of you who felt like I was preaching right to you when I was 
talking about living life in half hour increments, are probably saying to 
yourselves, “This sounds great, but I don’t have time to create space to 
go to the bathroom by myself, let alone make space to experience God 
or help others experience God.” I get it…I really do. But I am telling you, 
if we continue to do what we have always done, we will get the results 
we have always gotten. And right now, what we have gotten is a nation 
that is divided, an environment that is in danger, and more people than 
ever who report they have feel alone, have trouble sleeping at night or, 
at times, feel paralyzed by anxiety. We need more holy moments, 
friends. And I am willing to bet, our neighbors do too.  
 
In your bulletins today, I have included a “currency of time” inventory. 
Will you join me in filling one out for a week? Let’s try to challenge that 
mindset that we are too busy to make space for another thing…or at 
least let’s shine a light on what is occupying our minds, our hearts, and 
our time. Let’s make sure the way we spend our currency of time aligns 
with the priorities we have set for our lives. I would love to hear what 
you discover as you engage in this process. I am planning to come back 
to this in a few weeks, so do your homework! Maybe there will be a 
prize for doing your homework. 



 
*One of the examples Law uses in the book to talk about the 
importance of the currency of time and place is the Occupy Movement 
(think Occupy Wall Street). Through this movement citizens have 
occupied public places as a way of drawing attention to injustices in 
cities like New York, Detroit, and Washington DC. This act of occupying 
places, or activist using their time in order to tell the truth and build 
relationships with other human beings is a good example of how these 
different currencies flow back and forth, changing people and changing 
our world. I will close this morning with a prayer that appears at the 
end of the discussion of the currency of time and place in Law’s book. 
 
Occupy my mind 
With skills to tell what’s true and right 
So that I’m no longer blind 
To the falsehood we must name and fight 
The system shelters the rich 
While the rest of us are down in the ditch 
So occupy and stay in my mind 
In my mind 
 
Occupy my heart 
With passion for the common good 
So that I will take my part 
To rebuild a prosp’rous neighborhood 
Where justice shines like the sun 
And there’s food for everyone 
So occupy and stay in my heart 
In my heart 
 
Occupy this place 
With mercy, truth, and liberty 
So that we’ll come face to face 



With our friends and with our enemies 
We’ll listen, speak and share 
As we learn to do what’s righteous and fair 
So occupy and stay in this place 
In this place 
 
Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


