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“I will not let you go, unless you bless me.” (Genesis 32.22-31) 

Can we demand to be blessed? Should we not, at least in our hearts, fall to our knees and request a 

blessing, or respectfully and patiently wait to receive one? Jacob insists upon a blessing, and has 

wrestled all night through with the one who might give it to him. What a powerful, and mystical story 

this is. It has a dream like quality – partly because it takes place through the night, and partly because 

we are told that Jacob is alone, and yet he fights with an un-named being – a word that can variously 

mean man, God, or an angel– a messenger of God. At the end of the encounter the being tells Jacob he 

has striven with God and will therefore be called Israel – meaning’ God contends’ - and Jacob names 

the place Penuel meaning face to face – the place he contended with God face to face. 

There are many works of art depicting Jacob wrestling with an angel. Some images show a larger 

stronger angel who is ultimately and almost tenderly in control – like a parent with a toddler having a 

tantrum - letting Jacob flail about and work out his angst to its logical conclusion – as if to extract this 

request for blessing from him. Others, represent the converse – Jacob bringing down the angel and 

pinning him to the ground, as if to represent our attempts to tame or understand the word of God. But 

artworks showing a forceful contest of equals locked in combat seem truer to the story to me. 

The famous 1940 modernist sculpture by Jacob Epstein (on the front of your pew sheet) shows two 

solid figures, the angel a little taller and stronger seemingly holding up an exhausted Jacob – although 

we know that even in such a depleted state Jacob did not let go or quit from the fight, even after his 

opponent tries to gain the advantage by maiming his hip. In the moment depicted in the sculpture, the 

angel seems to be almost encouraging Jacob to keep going, or perhaps it is the moment immediately 

after Jacob receives his blessing and collapses in the arms of the angel. This is not a surrender, 

however, but a coming together – whether during or after the battle, the two are entwined – it is as 

much a depiction of an embrace as a wrestle. 

In fact, the Hebrew word 'va'ye'avek’ - ‘and he wrestled’ - is very close to 'va'ye'chavek' which means 

'and he embraced.' This connection is strengthened by the following verses where Jacob is embraced 

by his overjoyed brother Esau.i This embrace is not simply the warm greeting of brothers after a long 

separation, but is born of a long-standing struggle.  The story of Jacob is a long and complex one, but 

of essential interest here is the conflict between Jacob and his twin Easu. The pair fought in their 

mother Rebecca’s womb. Red haired Esau emerged first but with Jacob holding on to his heel (Jacob 

meaning "heel-catcher," "supplanter," "leg-puller," "he who follows upon the heels of one,") Years 

later Jacob tricked his blind old father Isaac into conferring his blessing and Esau’s birthright upon 

himself. Fearing that Esau would murder Jacob, Rebecca sent Jacob away from Canaan in search of a 

wife. Many years later Jacob journeyed back to Canaan, sending word ahead to Easu, but his 

messengers informed him that Easu was coming toward him with an army of 400. Jacob sent a tribute 

of flocks but was filled with fear and apprehension, which is where this morning’s text picked up. He 

prepared his family to flee in the morning sending them across the river Jabbok. Left alone, Jacob 

struggled all night with a mysterious man, who sought to prevail by putting his hip out of joint but 

nevertheless had to ask to be released once morning arrived. Jacob refused to let go without a 

blessing, which can be taken as validating him as the leader of the nation of Israel. Having received 

this blessing and instead of fleeing, Jacob went ahead of his family, who he placed at a safe distance, 

to face Esau, bowing seven times as he drew near. “But Esau ran to meet him and embraced him, and 

fell on his neck and kissed him and they wept.” (Genesis 33.1-4) The story of a night wrestle and 

morning embrace. 

So, we can see this struggle with the mysterious being in the context of Jacob’s relationship with his 

brother – a struggle for blessing first obtained by trickery and then demanded in a wrestling match. 

We might see Jacob’s wrestle as a path to forgiveness and wholeness – once reconciled with Easu he 

says to him: “for truly to see your face is like seeing the face of God.” (Genesis 33.10) Wrestling with 



the angel, he is then able to be embraced by his estranged brother … the divine and human 

relationships are mysteriously intertwined. 

Another way of seeing this wrestle is that of a person struggling with their own self – Jacob was at the 

same time alone, reflecting on the past and what was to come, and at the same time (note the absence 

of the word ‘then’) engaged in a wrestle. Who has not at some stage felt such a struggle with 

themselves – and especially when alone and at night? Jacob’s story tells us that when we do battle 

within ourselves, we are at the same time contending with the divine dwelling within. From whatever 

angle we approach this story, and as Epstein’s sculpture powerfully embodies – wrestling and 

embracing can look the same. The medieval Rabbi, Rashi, explains this story with the phrase “to 

struggle is to embrace.”ii Struggling, wrestling, contending, are aspects of the same process of 

embracing the whole truth about ourselves. 

A locked embrace has negative and positive connotations – on the negative side we can be held in an 

unhealthy embrace – remember Jacob holding onto Esau’s heel – holding on to anger, for example, 

keeps us in relationship with someone or something in our past that we need to let go of. On the 

positive side, Jacob teaches us that there are struggles we should not give up on, struggles with which 

we might merge our life and our purpose – difficult though that may be. This sort of struggle, this 

ongoing contending with God, is a wrestle for integrity and truth – and blessing in our lives. Which 

leads us back to my opening question and to the gospel story of the widow persistently insisting upon 

justice for herself – Can we demand to be blessed? 

The uncaring faithless judge gives in to the widows demands - “I will grant her justice, so that she 

may not wear me out by continually coming.” Several commentators note that our translation is rather 

polite – and has the effect of taming the widow. The Greek uses a boxing term suggesting the judge is 

worried she will give him a black eye!iii Another interpretation is that she will drag his name through 

the mud. The Message version has “‘I care nothing what God thinks, even less what people think. But 

because this widow won’t quit badgering me, I’d better do something and see that she gets justice—

otherwise I’m going to end up beaten black-and-blue by her pounding.’” (Luke 18.5) 

The point of Jesus’ parable about the need to “pray always and not lose heart,” is not that God is like 

the uncaring judge who has to be worn down by petitions, but that God is most unlike that judge. 

Rather, God is as described in Psalm 121 – our keeper who defends us through our daily rounds of 

going out and coming in. God is like the angel in Epstein’s sculpture – supporting us in our struggle, 

not letting us give up and fall to the ground.  

But if God is so willing to guard and uphold us, why is it important to be persistent in prayer – can’t a 

magic wand be waved and solve everything immediately? Prayer is a far greater mystery than this, 

and is more about a process and intention within ourselves – which sometimes involves wrestling with 

the divine. “Will I find faith on earth?”: Jesus asks – will I find people like the widow who just never 

give up, who are strong, purposeful and resilient? – who demand justice and blessing for themselves 

and for others. ‘Ask, and it will be given you’ (Matthew 7.7) – asking, and more strongly, demanding 

and insisting, open wide the space in our heart for receiving.  

To insist on blessing, as the following parable of the Pharisee and tax collector makes clear, is not an 

arrogant and apathetic demand for favour – but a heartfelt, indeed humble, call for a blessing upon our 

struggle as we fight the good fight. (1 Tim. 6.12). Remember Rabbi Rashi’s words: “to struggle is to 

embrace” – as we actively contend and strive with God for healing in the world and for personal 

integrity – we become partners of the divine purpose and, we are assured, enfolded in God’s peace.     

i Tony Korn D’var Torah, Parshat Vayishlach, 1 Dec 2001 http://www.pinnershul.org/sedra/vayishlach-2001 
ii quoted in Rabbi Mordechai Gafni, “Jacob’s wrestling partner”  

https://www.ynetnews.com/articles/0,7340,L-3184725,00.html (published 15 Dec 2012) 
iii Amy-Jill Levine, Short Stories by Jesus, p. 225.   
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