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Genesis 32: 3-7 

 

Jacob sent messengers before him to 

his brother Esau in the land of Seir, 

the country of Edom, instructing 

them, “Thus you shall say to my lord 

Esau: Thus says your servant Jacob, ‘I 

have lived with Laban as an alien, and 

stayed until now; and I have oxen, 

donkeys, flocks, male and female 

slaves; and I have sent to tell my lord, 

in order that I may find favor in your 

sight.’”  The messengers returned to 

Jacob, saying, “We came to your 

brother Esau, and he is coming to 

meet you, and four hundred men are 

with him.” Then Jacob was greatly 

afraid and distressed.  

 

Have you ever been stuck in a 

situation you didn’t know how to get 

out of? You might remember from 

your writing classes in school that a 

good story has a beginning, a middle 

and an end. A good story will develop 

its characters, describe where and 

when it takes place, state a problem, 

have the characters navigate the ins 

and outs of that problem and 

eventually after...maybe three 

attempts, solve the problem.  

 

When we are living out our stories, 

when we are in the middle of our 

struggles, we do not have the luxury 

of the nice and simple formulas of 

three attempts and then a success. We 

do not know when the solution will 

happen or through what means it will 

occur.  

 

Challenges that involve decision 

making are especially troublesome. In 

Wesleyan traditions, like the United 

Methodist Church, we believe in a 4 

pillared approach to living and 

decision making. Some call it the 

Wesleyan Quadrilateral, but it 

actually originates in similar forms in 

different Protestant traditions. The 4 

Pillars are: Scripture, Reason, 

Tradition and Experience.  

 

Many think the symbol of the box is a 

more apt visual of the 4, with 

Scripture being on the top and 

Reason, Tradition and Experience 

holding up Scripture. This makes 

Scripture primary for making 

decisions and the other 3 helpful in 

considering how we interpret 

scripture. Tradition means the 

tradition of the faith that you have 

grown in or are taught. Reason is that 

- what seems reasonable to you. And 

Experience is the personal 

relationship you have with God in 

your life. Of course, there are some 

critiques to this method, but it is 

helpful to know when you find 

yourself wrestling with an issue. 

 

Jacob was wrestling with an issue. 

When Jacob was younger, he conned 

his way into the firstborn inheritance 

by making a deal with his elder twin 

brother Esau. The famished Esau 



agreed to give up his inheritance for a 

meal. And then later when their 

Father Isaac was older and could not 

see well, with the help of his mother 

Rebekah, deceived him into giving 

him the firstborn blessing by dressing 

in goatskins and his twin brother, 

Esau's clothes. Through manipulation 

Jacob earned birthright and blessing 

but ran in fear of Esau who was ready 

to kill him for his treachery. He 

stayed with family and grew wealthy 

and happy with a family. The day 

would come when we would see his 

brother and it was coming nearer. 

Would Esau kill him and his family?  

 

Genesis 32:22-30  

 

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. He took them and sent 

them across the stream, and likewise 

everything that he had. Jacob was left 

alone; and a man wrestled with him 

until daybreak. 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.  Then he said, “Let 

me go, for the day is breaking.” But 

Jacob said, “I will not let you go, 

unless you bless me.”  So, he said to 

him, “What is your name?” And he 

said, “Jacob.”  Then the man[b] said, 

“You shall no longer be called Jacob, 

but Israel, for you have striven with 

God and with humans, and have 

prevailed.” 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. So, 

Jacob called the place Peniel, saying, 

“For I have seen God face to face, and 

yet my life is preserved.”  

 

Sometimes when we struggle over our 

faith, we feel like we are struggling 

with God. I want you to meet Shane 

Claiborne. "Shane is a Christian 

activist and author who is a leading 

figure in the New Monasticism 

movement and one of the founding 

members of the non-profit 

organization, The Simple Way, in 

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. Claiborne 

is also a social activist, advocating 

for nonviolence and service to the 

poor. Claiborne grew up in east 

Tennessee. His father, who was a 

Vietnam War veteran, died when 

Shane was 9 years old. A graduate of 

Eastern University, where he studied 

sociology and youth ministry, 

Claiborne did his final academic work 

for Eastern University at Wheaton 

College in Illinois. While at Wheaton, 

Claiborne did an internship at Willow 

Creek Community Church. Shane 

Claiborne and five other Eastern 

University graduates founded an 

intentional community when they 

moved into a terraced house in the 

neighborhood of Kensington in 

January 1998. They purposely started 

the community in the poorest area of 

the city, which was a place where 

there were no existing local 
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churches. They did not apply for 

funding from mission agencies. Since 

then, the community has transitioned 

into a local non-profit. Current 

activities of The Simple Way include 

planting gardens, running a store, and 

working for food security in the 

neighborhood. When a law was 

passed that prohibited distribution of 

food on streets in the city, The Simple 

Way avoided breaking the new law by 

instead distributing the Eucharist, 

which is not considered food after it 

has been blessed." (Wikipedia.com) 

 

Shane’s biggest struggle, in his book 

Irresistible Revolution, is trying to be 

a true Christian or at least finding a 

true Christian.  

 

He writes: 

“I knew we were not going to win the 

masses to Christianity until we began 

to live it. So I went on a quest. I went 

looking for a Christian. I looked 

around hoping to find someone else 

who might be asking, "What if Jesus 

meant the stuff he said?" And I kept 

coming across dead people - the 

desert fathers and mothers of the fifth 

century, Francis and Clare of Assisi, 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Martin Luther 

King Jr... Oscar Romero... And then 

there was Dorothy Day and Mother 

Teresa, sassy contemporary 

radicals…Mother Teresa was still 

alive. She seemed to be giving the 

gospel a pretty good shot and 

probably wouldn't be around too 

much longer. So, my friend Brooke 

and I decided to write her a letter. 

‘Dear Mother Teresa, we don't know 

if you give internships out there in 

Calcutta, but we would love to come 

check things out.’ We shared with her 

our experiences and newly born 

vision of the church, as all our friends 

stood by hooting and hollering, ‘You 

are writing who?’ And then we waited 

and waited. 

 

I am not the most patient person, so 

after a few weeks, I got a little 

fidgety. With summer approaching, I 

decide to just start calling nuns to see 

if any of them knew how to get ahold 

of Momma T. Some told me to write 

her again. Others wondered if it was a 

prank call. But finally I ended up 

talking to a precious nun in the Bronx. 

She told me, quite amused, (I think 

she felt sorry for me), that she would 

let me talk to "Mother Superior" there 

in the Bronx. Feeling pretty good 

about talking to anyone with 

"Superior" in their name, I got ready. 

Mother Superior picked up the line 

and we talked. She told me I needed 

to write a letter to Mother Teresa. I 

told her I had. She told me I needed to 

wait. I told her I had. Then she said 

she would give me a number for 

Calcutta, and I was not to give it out. 

...So I got the digits for Mother 

Teresa.  

     I did some homework and found 

out that I needed to call at 2 A.M and 

that the call would cost 4 dollars a 

minute. (So I resolved to talk fast, not 

easy for a Tennessee boy.) With my 



friend Brooke standing beside me, 

both of us praying someone would 

answer, we called at 2 A.M. from the 

pay phone in our college lounge. It 

began ringing. I was expecting to hear 

a formal greeting: ‘Missionaries of 

Charity, how can we help you?’ 

Nope. I just heard an old raspy voice 

on the other end mutter, ‘Hullo.’ 

Thinking I had the wrong number in 

Calcutta with the tab rolling at four 

dollars a minute, I started railing: ‘Hi-

I'm-calling-from-the-USA-trying-to-

reach-Mother-Teresa-or-the-

Missionaries-of-Charity-I'm-wanting-

to-come-visit.’ On the other end, I 

heard the muffled voice say, ‘This is 

the Missionaries of Charity. This is 

Mother Teresa.’ My initial reaction 

was, ‘yeah right and I'm the Pope.’ 

But I held back. I told her we had 

written and wanted to come work 

with her. She asked how long we 

wanted to stay, and I told her we 

would like to spend the summer, 

about 2 to 3 months. ‘That’s a long 

time,’ she said, and I shot back ‘Or 

two or three weeks, or two or three 

days...’ Heck, two to three hours 

seemed nice. She said, ‘no come for 

the summer. Come.’ Come? I asked 

her, ‘Mother Teresa, where would we 

eat and sleep?’ She didn't worry a lot 

about that. She said, ‘God takes care 

of the lilies and the sparrows, and 

God will take care of you. Just 

come.’” 

 

So Shane and Brooke went. He tells 

us more of his story:  

“I fell in love with the Home for the 

‘Destitute and Dying’ and spent most 

days there. I helped folks eat, 

massaged muscles, gave baths, and 

basically tried to spoil people who 

really deserved it. Each day, folks 

would die, and each day, we would go 

out onto the streets and bring in new 

people. The goal was not to keep 

people alive (we had very few 

supplies for doing that) but to allow 

people to die with dignity, with 

someone loving them, singing, 

laughing, so they were not alone. 

Sometimes folks with medical 

training would come by and be 

overwhelmed with frustration because 

we had so few medical supplies, and 

the sisters would hastily explain that 

our mission was not to prolong life 

but to help people die well. As 

Mother Teresa would say (telling the 

old story about throwing starfish back 

into the ocean even though they 

continue to line the beach in 

thousands), ‘We are called not to be 

successful but to be faithful.’ That 

sounds good, but it was the beginning 

of my years of struggling with the 

tension between efficiency and 

faithfulness. I remembered Gandhi's 

saying that what we are doing may 

seem insignificant, but it is most 

important that we do it. So, we did. 

    While the temptation to do great 

things is always before us, in 

Khalighat I learned the discipline of 

doing small things with great 

deliberation. Mother Teresa used to 

say, ‘We can do not great things, just 



small things with great love. It is not 

how much you do, but how much love 

you put into doing it.’” 

   

 

Romans 5: 1-5  

  

Therefore, since we are justified by 

faith, we have peace with God 

through our Lord Jesus Christ, 

through whom we have obtained 

access to this grace in which we 

stand; and we boast in our hope of 

sharing the glory of God. And not 

only that, but we also boast in our 

sufferings, knowing that suffering 

produces endurance, and endurance 

produces character, and character 

produces hope, and hope does not 

disappoint us, because God’s love has 

been poured into our hearts through 

the Holy Spirit that has been given to 

us. 

 

One more story from Shane's work in 

Calcutta with Mother Teresa working 

with lepers: 

    “Most days I would go to the clinic 

run by the lepers-become-doctors, and 

a line would form as people waited to 

be treated. The doctors would lay out 

a huge pile of cotton about four feet 

high, and my job was to roll cotton 

balls for them as they cared for one 

another. I would watch intently, 

fascinated by their love and 

compassion. One afternoon as things 

were winding down, one of the 

doctors had to leave early, but there 

were a few patients still waiting to be 

seen. He looked at me and 

emphatically said, ‘You know how 

this works; you have been watching. 

It's your turn.’ Startled, I just stared at 

him. I had been watching, and I did 

know what to do, but I wasn't sure I 

dared. I came forward and sat in the 

doctor's seat and began staring into 

the next patient's eyes, and the 

decision has already been made. I 

began carefully dressing the man's 

wound. He stared at me with such 

intensity that it felt like he was 

looking into my soul. Every once in 

awhile he would slowly close his 

eyes.  

    When I was finished, he said to me 

that sacred word I had come to love: 

‘Namaste.’ I smiled with tears in my 

eyes and whispered, ‘Jesus.’ He saw 

Jesus in me. And I saw Jesus in him. I 

remember thinking back to the 

stained-glass window my United 

Methodist Church bought for over 

$100,000. I saw a clearer glimpse of 

Jesus in this leper's eyes than any 

stained-glass window could ever give 

me. 

    I knew that I had not just looked 

into the eyes of some pitiful leper in 

Calcutta but that I had gazed into the 

eyes of Jesus, and that he had not seen 

some rich, do-gooder white kids from 

America but that he had seen the 

image of God in me. That is nuts. 

What would the world look like if we 

truly believed, as the apostle Paul 

figured out, that we no longer live, but 

only Jesus lives in us (Gal. 2:20)? 



   As I lived in the leper colony, the 

Bible came to life, changed from 

black and white to color, just like it 

did on the streets in Philly. I saw the 

gospel with new eyes. One of the 

texts that had always given me trouble 

was John 14:12: ‘Very truly I tell you, 

all who have faith in me will do the 

works that I have been doing and they 

will do even greater things than these, 

because I am going to the Father.’ 

You shall do even greater things? 

Here's the Son of the Almighty God 

incarnate, telling us ragtag disciples 

that we will do the same things he has 

been doing. I don't know about you, 

but I haven't raised anyone from the 

dead lately. I haven't seen anyone turn 

water into wine (although I had a 

friend who tried.) And I hadn’t healed 

any lepers. Even though I touched 

them, they still went home lepers at 

the end of the day. 

   But I began to discover ‘the greater 

things.’ It was not just miracles. I 

started to see that the miracles were 

an expression not so much of Jesus' 

mighty power as of his love. In fact, 

the power of miraculous spectacle 

was the temptation he had faced in the 

desert - to turn stones to bread or to 

fling himself from the temple. But 

what had lasting significance were not 

the miracles themselves but Jesus' 

love. Jesus raised his friend Lazarus 

from the dead, and a few years later, 

Lazarus died again. Jesus healed the 

sick, but they eventually caught some 

other disease. He fed the thousands, 

and the next day they were hungry 

again. But we remember his love. It 

wasn't that Jesus healed a leper but 

that he touched a leper, because no 

one touched lepers. And the 

incredible thing about that love is that 

it now lives inside of us. In the verses 

just after the one about greater things, 

Jesus assures us that the Spirit now 

lives in us. Jesus says that he is going 

to the Father but will also remain 

inside of us, and we in him. We are 

the body of Christ, the hands and feet 

of Jesus to the world. Christ is living 

inside you and me, walking the earth. 

We shall do even greater things 

because the love that lived in the 

radical Christ now lives within 

millions of ordinary radicals all over 

the planet.” 

 

God can work all things to God’s 

glory. Jacob wrestled with his actions 

toward his brother. And he wrestled 

with how to heal the relationship. He 

was afraid. And yet, in his wrestling 

and his struggling he came face to 

face with an angel, or maybe even 

with God and found healing. He did 

not give into his fear to face his 

brother nor did he give up until he had 

received a blessing from the angel. 

Jacob, now Israel, met his brother. He 

bowed down to him 7 times. But Esau 

ran up to him and hugged him and 

both of them wept. Esau had been 

well taken care of too. The past was 

behind them. 

 

We have begun to recognize the 1- 

year anniversary of when things shut 



down to reduce the number of 

casualties due to COVID-19. I find 

myself wrestling with angels and God 

about how we responded to the crisis. 

Did we do enough? Did we honor 

ourselves and our neighbors during 

this time? Did we develop a stronger 

trust in God? After Jacob wrestled 

with the angel, he was changed. His 

hip was never the same, he always 

had the reminder of his struggle. He 

also had a new name. Israel. A name 

that would follow his descendants for 

all time. Israel means: the one who 

wrestles with God and with people 

and prevails. Time had a role to play 

in the healing of Esau and Jacob. 

Time spent apart, time wrestling with 

his own responsibility, time wrestling 

with God. These are our ancestors. 

 

We also struggle with God. We ask 

why God would allow destructive 

things to happen, why God does not 

intervene more often to prevent 

violence and destruction? Through the 

struggle God leaves us changed. We 

are the ones who can offer hope, who 

can pass on peace and love that 

conquers fear and hate and heals. We 

can work like Shane to find and 

be true Christians in the world, an 

image of Christ in the world. Do not 

give up in fear or tiredness with your 

struggles, do not be afraid when you 

question what you believe. Allow 

God and God's time to heal, renew 

and strengthen you. Amen.  
 


