
Jacob and Esau Reconciled

Sermon prepared by the Rev. Douglas Clark for August 3, 2014 – Ordinary 18 – Communion
First United Church of Christ, Congregational, Milford, CT

“In essentials, unity; in nonessentials, diversity; in all things, charity”

Genesis 32:22 – 33:4

22The same night [Jacob] got up and took his two wives, his two maids, and

his eleven children, and crossed the ford of the Jabbok. 23He took them and

sent them across the stream, and likewise everything that he had.
24Jacob was left alone; and a man wrestled with him until daybreak. 25When

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. 26Then

he said, “Let me go, for the day is breaking.” But Jacob said, “I will not let

you go, unless you bless me.”  27So he said to him, “What is your name?”

And he said, “Jacob.” 28Then the man said, “You shall no longer be called

Jacob, but Israel, for you have striven with God and with humans, and have

prevailed.”  29Then Jacob asked him, “Please tell  me your name.” But he

said, “Why is it that you ask my name?” And there he blessed him.  30So

Jacob called the place Peniel, saying, “For I have seen God face to face,

and  yet  my  life  is  preserved.”  31The  sun  rose  upon him as  he  passed

Penuel, limping because of his hip....
1Now Jacob looked up and saw Esau coming, and four hundred men with

him.  So  he  divided  the  children  among  Leah  and  Rachel  and  the  two

maids.  2He put the maids with their children in front, then Leah with her

children, and Rachel and Joseph last of all.  3He himself went on ahead of

them, bowing himself to the ground seven times, until he came near his

brother. 4But Esau ran to meet him, and embraced him, and fell on his neck

and kissed him, and they wept.
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Strange things happen to Jacob at night. Alone in the wilderness, afraid that his
brother Esau is pursuing him in order to kill him, a stone for his pillow, Jacob falls into a
deep sleep and dreams of a stairway reaching from earth to heaven. Standing beside
him at the foot  of  the stairway is God, who reaffirms the threefold promise of land,
descendants, and blessing, a promise first given to Jacob's grandparents Sarah and
Abraham.  The dream is  so  profoundly  real  that  when Jacob awakens at  dawn,  he
exclaims, in fear and trembling, “Surely God is in this place, and I did not know it. How
awesome is this place! This is none other than the house of God, and this is the gate of
heaven.”

Seven years later, far from that “awesome place” in the Promised Land, Jacob's
future father-in-law Laban hosts a magnificent wedding feast for the marriage of Jacob
and  Rachel.  Laban  waits  until  the  feasting  is  done  and  the  guests  have  left  and
darkness covers the land, before giving his veiled daughter to Jacob for their wedding
night. When Jacob awakens in the morning and looks at the woman sleeping next to
him in bed, he is shocked to discover that she is not Rachel, the love of his life, but
Rachel's older sister Leah. The deceiver has been deceived. The trickster has been
tricked. The con artist has got his comeuppance.

Thirteen more years pass. Jacob has four wives and eleven children. He and his
family have prospered in the far country of Haran. God appears to him in a dream and
tells him that the time has come for him to return to his own home and his own people
and his own country. Jacob knows that he must obey God, but he is also fearful of his
older brother, whose birthright and blessing he stole from him twenty years earlier. Will
Esau still be holding on to his vengeful anger?

Setting off on his homeward bound journey, Jacob sends messengers before him
and his family and his great herds of livestock, to reach out in peace to his older brother.
These diplomatic envoys return and inform Jacob that Esau is coming to meet him, and
that four hundred men are with him. Jacob assumes that Esau has assembled this small
army not only to kill Jacob, but  also to massacre his entire family.

Jacob  has  to  do  some quick  thinking,  to  figure  out  what  might  appease  his
brother. Why not present him with the gift of all the wealth that Jacob has acquired in
Haran? So he sends all his livestock ahead—more than 500 valuable animals of various
kinds. (In Jacob's time, wealth was represented by livestock, not by bank accounts.)

And why not send women and children next, after the livestock? Four moms with
a total of eleven children under the age of thirteen would in all likelihood deter Esau
from violence.  So he plans to line up his family: the maids and their children first, Leah
and her children next, and last but not least, Rachel and Joseph—Rachel the love of his
life and Joseph his favorite son.

By the time Jacob finishes with this choreography of his wealth and his wives and
his  children,  darkness  has  come,  and  Jacob  is  left  alone  by  the  river.  But  on  this
moonless night, Jacob will not sleep. An unknown assailant, whose identity is veiled by
the thick darkness, attacks him and wrestles with him until daybreak. Neither man is
able to prevail over the other. Not a word is spoken between them. Even an injured hip
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does not stop Jacob from holding his own. As the sky in the east begins to lighten, the
man speaks for the first time and says to Jacob, “Let me go, for the day is breaking.”

But Jacob refuses, saying, “I will not let you go, unless you bless me.” And his
assailant replies, “What is your name?” After a slight pause, Jacob the con artist, the
one who, twenty years ago, in response to the same question from his blind father, lied
and said “Esau,” this time the deceiver takes a deep breath and speaks the truth as he
says, “Jacob.” In speaking his own name aloud, Jacob is reminded of what his name
means: the supplanter, the thief who stole his older brother's birthright and his older
brother's blessing, the con artist.  Then this mysterious “man,” who is God in human
form, says, “You shall no longer be called Jacob, but Israel, for you have striven with
God and with humans, and have prevailed.” By God's gracious action, the supplanter
will  soon become the survivor,  the striver,  and his life will  never be the same again
(even though the narrator continues to refer to him as “Jacob”).

Then Jacob inquires of his wrestling opponent, politely, respectfully, “Please tell
me your  name.”  But  he says,  “Why is  it  that  you ask my name?” and immediately
blesses Jacob and disappears with the dawn. 30So Jacob calls the place Peniel, which
means “the face of God,” saying, “For I have seen God face to face, and yet my life is
preserved.”  31The sun rises upon him as he leaves that place, limping because of his
hip.

Still limping, Jacob looks up, and with the rising sun at his back, sees his brother
and his brother's  small  army approaching.  Moving as quickly and resolutely as his
injured hip will permit, Jacob changes his planned choreography and puts himself at the
front of his family line, so he will meet his brother first. This dreaded meeting with his
older brother will radically overturn all Jacob's expectations about how families work, in
fact about how human beings in general work.  

Jacob's  body  language—going  ahead of  his  wives  and  his  children,  limping,
bowing seven times to the ground—Jacob's body language suggests that he is seeking
his brother's forgiveness. Esau responds in kind, offering to his brother not vengeance
but vulnerability.

And so the long-estranged brothers put their arms around each other, not in a
wrestler's  grip  but  in  the  even  stronger  embrace  of  reconciliation.  And for  only  the
second time in his life (remember, when he first saw Rachel and it was love at first sight,
he kissed her and wept), tears stream from Jacob's eyes and down his face. Why?
Because in his brother's face, and in their strong embrace of reconciliation, Jacob sees
the face of God, for the second time in one day (Genesis 33:10).

As one who struggles with God, and with his brother, Jacob is both a person and
a people.  Not  only  is  he one of  the great  ancestors of  the people Israel.  He also
represents the people Israel, which becomes clear when God gives him a new name:
Israel, the nation that struggles with God and with other nations.

Suffice it to say that any nation that understands itself to be God's chosen people
is certain to struggle, both with God and with other nations.  Suffice it  to say that a
people whose identity and destiny are tied to God's promise of land is sure to struggle,
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not only with the One who promises, but also with the other peoples who live on that
land. Suffice it to say that the story of Israel since Jacob's wrestling match with God in
the  darkness  has  been  filled  with  struggle:  it's  been  a  long  and  complicated  and
conflicted history. 

As just one example of this conflicted history, the creation of the modern-day
nation of Israel in the aftermath of the Holocaust has left in its wake a legacy of hostility
and struggle between Jews and Arabs that is in some ways similar to the legacy of
estrangement between Jacob and Esau. And just as there was no military solution to
the hostility between Jacob and Esau, so also today there can be no military solution to
the hostility between Israelis and Palestinians.

I invite us this morning to consider this joint Muslim/Jewish statement on Gaza
and Israel issued recently by a Muslim imam and a Jewish rabbi in northern Virginia: 

[Joint Statement on Israel/Gaza

July 22, 2014

Imam Mohamed Magid & Rabbi Michael G. Holzman]

“The current military operations in Israel and the Gaza strip should disturb all
people of faith. The only moral path to a solution between Israelis and Palestinians...will
be dialogue and negotiation. This is a long and arduous path, but the faith that grounds
our  traditions  can  sustain  the  slow  evolution  of  history.  The  current  conflict  is  an
outgrowth of over a century of opposing narratives and ideological differences that no
military operations can resolve.

“Our traditions exist to uphold the moral foundations for civilizations and as such
we  urge  an  end  to  the  current  violence.  While  we  acknowledge  the  need  for  self
defense,  when the can of violence opens,  as it  has now, worms of vengeance and
blood-feud crawl out. Then people begin to abandon the principles of justice and mercy
upon which civilizations are founded. Instead they turn to more tribal urges, seeking
retribution for past wrongs.

“We believe the current violence crosses that line. At some point people cease
looking for  solutions and instead succumb to base human urges for  violence.  They
crave the blood of the enemy to compensate for the pain of loss. This is the way of our
animal instincts, the ethos of ancient tribes and clans who exist only to protect all within,
while opposing all others. The teachings of our ancestors rose above that thinking long
ago to build great civilizations. We believe that when we look to our [sacred] texts and
[shared] traditions, we can rise above the narrative of suffering and victimization to find
roads to healing and wholeness.”1

The sacred text of the story of Jacob and Esau—including their reconciliation—is
an ancestral narrative shared by Jews and Christians and Muslims alike. Moreover, a
central claim of our Christian sacred texts is that in Christ, God is reconciling the world
to Godself, and entrusting to us in the church the ongoing ministry of reconciliation in a
strife-torn world (2 Corinthians 5.18).

1 http://www.nvhcreston.org/muslimjewish-statement-gaza-israel-vbt/. Accessed online on 07/29.2014.
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It is on the basis of these (and other) texts and traditions that I, as a Christian,
wish  to  add my voice  to  the joint  statement  of  Rabbi  Michael  Holtzman and Imam
Mohamed Magid.  There can be no military solution to  the”  opposing narratives and
ideological  differences”  separating  Israelis  and  Palestinians.  The  only  moral  and
practical way forward is the “long and arduous path” of “dialogue and negotiation.” 

I invite us as Christians to hope and pray that Israelis and Palestinians find a way
to bring an end to the current violence. I invite us as Christians to hope and pray that
these  bitter  adversaries  find  a  way  to  start  down  this  “long  and  arduous  path”  of
“dialogue and negotiation.” I invite us as Christians to hope and pray that the ancient
sacred story of reconciliation between Jacob and Esau might someday be heard as the
harbinger of a lasting peace in the strife-torn Middle East.
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