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Bele Chere has been a good time for the city – or so it seems to me from my vantage point of helping to park cars and greeting folk as they walk by the church. I am grateful for all who have helped out with our parking fundraiser. I really love being in the crowds – chatting with people I know and those I don’t know. We have offered directions, allowed folk to use our bathrooms, met strangers and had good and long conversations, enjoyed children who were so excited they couldn’t wait to get into the festival. We have offered cold water to folks who were tired and thirsty. It has been a lot of fun.

I have enjoyed being with those from our church who have helped out. It is a great way to get to know people in a different way than sitting in worship with them. And it has been fun to watch people as Beaver has talked with them. A favorite phrase of hers as people walk by is to say – “you better be careful down there. There’s fun down there, and it might just sneak up on you!”

And once again I have felt better about human beings in general. My experience has been that the large majority of folk are kind and decent people who want to do the right thing in life. I encountered a few grumpy souls, and one or two who had a bit too high an opinion of themselves. But on the whole, people have been downright friendly.

One interesting contrast – a lot of people who went to the festival came back commenting on the street preachers. This year they had microphones and were very easy to hear. Which made many people not want to hear. And in contrast, a number of people saw our sign out front which says – Jesus did not reject people; neither do we. Now – our task is to live into that motto.

We’ve been talking about Jacob the past few weeks. Last week Jacob had fled from his brother Esau and his father Isaac – after Jacob had conned them into giving him the birthright of the first born and the blessing of his father. So Jacob was on the run. He was afraid. He was questioning who he was and what his life was about. And you remember – he had a dream about a ladder that went from Earth to heaven, with heavenly messengers going up and down the ladder. And the conning, manipulative Jacob was confronted by God who said – I will be your God. I will watch out for you – as I do all fugitives. All people on the run.  This is something to remember when we think about whether or not we will give a person a second chance in life. Or whether it is a good criminal justice policy to say – 3 strikes and you are out. God’s mercy is undending. And there are times that we find that frustrating. And there are times – when God’s mercy is for us – that we are glad it is unending.

Jacob then goes to live with Laban – his mothers’ brother – and Laban is a con just like Jacob. Laban has two daughters, and Laban cons Jacob into marrying the oldest daughter Leah before the younger one Rachel. So Jacob has to work for 14 years to marry the woman he loves. Jacob and Laban con each other back and forth for about 20 years – and then God tells Jacob it is time to return to his home – to return to the land where his brother still lives.

Now, we must remember that there is little to no communication going back and forth between the family of Rebecca and that of her brother Laban. This was before the day of email and cell phones or any kind of phones. News spread slowly if at all. So Jacob did not know exactly what he would be finding when he arrived back home. But he sent a messenger ahead to let his brother know he was coming. And he sent his clan of family and flocks of animals ahead as well to show off his wealth. He knew his brother had good reason to still be angry with him – maybe to still want to kill him. He was trying to smooth the way as best he could.

Jacob camps out one more time at the place where he originally had the dream of the ladder. Again, all by himself in case his brother came after him in the night – at least the rest of his family would not be killed. Jacob went to that non-place, that in between place. A place now known as Bethel. And he slept.

But he did not sleep long. He was awakened by a stranger who attacks him. These two fight through the night, evenly matched. Neither can get the advantage over the other. Both develop a sense of respect for the other’s strength and abilities. As the sky begins to lighten, the stranger, who does not want to be seen in the light, musters a little extra strength and knocks Jacob’s hip out of joint. There is a groaning. There is always a groaning.

And the stranger – Jacob now believes the stranger to be God – the stranger says – let me go as it is becoming light. But Jacob refuses. He is invested in this struggle. The struggle feels holy, as if he has a piece of heaven in his hands. Jacob  says – I will not let you go unless you bless me.  Jacob seems to really like to be blessed!

The stranger does not respond to this request – but instead asks – what is your name?  This seems an odd question. Why does it matter what his name is? Is that necessary so the stranger can appropriately bless Jacob?  Can you hear an echo in the question? An echo that goes back 20 years when Isaac, his father, asks Jacob who is pretending to be Esau – what is your name? And Jacob responded – Esau. It was part of his scheme – to get his father’s blessing. But this time he answers the stranger and says – Jacob – which means one who strives with God. And Jacob becomes more than a man – he becomes Israel – a people who strive with God.

The stranger never offers to reveal a name – but instead blesses Jacob. The struggle is over. Jacob limps off to meet his brother. A blessed man with a blessed limp.

What a story! Oh, I should remind you that Esau graciously receives Jacob and all his family, forgives him for his past deeds. That says a lot about Esau. If you have ever been in hard relationship with someone – and you leave on a bad note – it is not easy to forget and to forgive. But in this story they are able to work out their differences. Afterall, once you have struggled all night with God, what could be more challenging?

Now, I want to make sure that we get this. We tend to imagine God as the one who eases our pain, who comforts our distress, who takes away our anxiety and chaos. When we are feeling comfortable, when our lives are going along just fine, we have the notion that God is with us.

How often is that our reality? How often is everything going smoothly and chaos is carefully packed away and can’t touch us? We like the idea of God restoring the calm, restoring the status quo even. Where everyone and everything has its place and its role. Maybe that is why Jacob experiences God in a non-place – and in-between place – where there are no roles, there are no set procedures in life.

The Bible simply does not support the idea that God will take away the chaos or the hurt. In fact, much of the story is about God creating the chaos – and people being scared out of their wits. God says to Mary – you are going to have a child – and what is Mary to think – she is about to be the talk of the town, she is about to scandal with a capital S. Or Jonah, fleeing from God instead of going to Ninevah and calling people to repent. Jonah doesn’t want to have anything to do with a God who is so merciful. Who wants to be the prophet that sets an evil, mean spirited people free? 

And in today’s story – God attacks Jacob while he is asleep. Don’t we teach our children to pray for God to watch over us as we sleep – but here God attacks! No, God is not who we think God is. God does not live within our domesticated boundaries. God does not abide by our requirements. When Jacob first came to this spot 20 years earlier, his prayer was rather immature. God – if you do this and this and this, THEN you can be my God. Otherwise, I got lots of other gods out there I can turn to.  If you just keep me safe, help me be happy, give my a nice big family, give me power, give me a nice car, a good job, good health …. Then I will call you my God – and we can just walk hand in hand through the fields singing songs and laughing. 

I am not talking about Jacob. I am talking about you and me. Wanting to make deals with God. With a God that seems to be all powerful, but doesn’t guarantee us what we want. Not even the basics. But God is not a genie that we can call out of the bottle whenever we want God – granting our wishes. No, God has God’s own way – and in that way, God can bring peace where there has been no peace, can bring life where only death has reigned. God wants to work things out with us – not for us. God wants a relationship, not a quick encounter and you are good for the rest of your life. God says – come and let’s walk this journey together. And I will be your God. And that means you will not be in control. Chaos will sometimes abound. There will be struggle. 

In that first encounter in that non-place – Jacob offered up a deal to God. And God chose to forget about a lot of that deal – but instead offered Jacob what was most important – the part about – I will be your God. Because that was what Jacob needed. That was what Israel needed. That is what you and I need. And it is when we struggle through all the other stuff we think God should be – and finally just let God be – that we might see God face to face. And if we get wounded in the process, know that it is a blessed wound, a blessed limp that will sustain our faith more than any pre-packaged faith could ever do. 

The street preachers blast out – God wants you to do this and this and that. And such and so is sinful and evil. And just read this book and you will know you need to live in a small box – and I will tell you what is right and wrong. For some this is tempting. It takes away the struggle and the chaos. But it is not liberating. And God wants us to be free. To be in relationship by our own desire. So I choose to trust instead in a notion told to the pilgrims that were heading to a new land – a blessing offered by a congregational minister – Remember there is still more truth and light to break forth from God’s holy word. God is still speaking.

And maybe God is still attacking us at night, wrestling with us who are willing, struggling not to defeat us or overpower us, but to wound us in love and bless us with grace. 

If we can live with a blessed limp, maybe we have the best of life.  Maybe we have the peace we have been looking for. Maybe we have all the joy we need. What do you think?  Amen.
