
‘Wrestling for Blessing’ – A Homily for Trinity XVIII 

Genesis 32.22-31 
Psalm 121 
2 Timothy 3.14 – 4.5 
Luke 18.1-8 

 ‘This is the Word of the Lord / Thanks be to God.’ Every week we say this in response 

to our Scriptural readings, but I sometimes wonder what we really mean? Do we mean 

anything at all, or are we just acknowledging that something has just been read for us by 

someone and now we can get on with the next part of the service? But still we gather to 

hear words from an ancient and difficult text, words that sometimes feel alien and 

alienating, speaking to us from a strange and different world. But do we take time to really 

listen to them, to discern the gift within their very difficulty, to wrestle out their meaning 

and to open ourselves to blessing as we give thanks as we hear with faith and hope?  

 Sometimes it feels like the church is not a place in which we are allowed to ask 

questions, to doubt, to probe or to challenge. We have sometimes been told that it is a place 

where things are easily settled, where words are spoken with a bombastic certainty and an 

easy truth, a place where we are simply meant to accept what we are told and to take the 

words of Scripture at face value. But why not question them, challenge or prod them as 

they question, challenge and prod us.  Perhaps any other group of moderns in any other 

context would find these stories frustrating, infuriating, unacceptable, unnerving, but we 

seem so often to idly accept them at the most basic of levels.  

 It’s strange why this should be the case as the heroes of faith that are placed before 

us in Scripture itself are nothing like this. These are difficult, complex, challenging 

characters. These are those who wrestle out the meaning of faith in a dark and dangerous 

world. These are those that encounter God not in the ease of middle-class comfort, but in 

the danger of poverty, the violence of injustice, and in the mystery of suffering. These are 



those who wrestle with God in a painful and conflicted world and are both blessed and 

broken in that encounter. 

 Our Old Testament reading this morning is an amazing example of this. Jacob is at 

first surrounded by creature comforts: by family, wealth and resource, but it is only when 

he is distanced and separated from each of these, only when he is ‘left alone,’ that the 

mystery of God approaches. But this encounter isn’t what we quite expect: here the human-

divine encounter is one of struggle, a wrestling match in which each seeks to subdue the 

other, a threatening and promising encounter that ends in both victory and defeat, in both 

blessing and wounding. 

 In this encounter between Jacob and the man, Israel emerges. It is in this place of 

struggle that Judaism is born. Neat and tidy religious systems are shattered and easy 

philosophies are broken in this painful struggle that is both ours and God’s.  Revelation is 

not easy, faith is not easy, Scripture is not easy, Church is not easy, life is not easy.  Each 

requires us to wrestle out its meaning, to hold on until we are blessed, to open ourselves 

out to the possibility - or even the necessity - of being wounded.  

 Rabbi Jonathan Sacks has this to say: faith ‘is not an escape from the world, but an 

engagement with the world. It does not anaesthetise us to the pains and apparent injustices 

of life. It does not reconcile us to suffering. It asks us to play our part in the most daunting 

undertaking ever asked by God of humankind: to construct relationships, communities, and 

ultimately a society, that will create a home for the Divine Presence. And that means 

wrestling with God and with others and refusing to give up or despair.’ 

 In our gospel reading today we come across another character who refuses to give 

up or despair, but who with stubborn persistence finally gets her way. The widow in Jesus’ 

parable, is someone without power or leverage in her world, someone who’s voice trembles 

with fragility, someone vulnerable and at risk. And yet she refuses to let go. She is an 

amazing example of what real, authentic prayer looks like: a protest against the inequality 

and injustice of the world, an incessant cry for blessing in a dark and seemingly 



uncomprehending world. 

 But where Jewish and Christian faith meet is in their mutual affirmation that God is 

at work in this world, even in all its dark ambiguity and deep mystery, that love and healing 

can be found, but only as we doggedly search for it, just as God doggedly searches us out, 

even in the darkest corners of our hearts and the hidden places of our fears. Just as the 

widow refuses to let the unjust judge off the hook, just as Jacob refuses to let his 

mysterious assailant go until he blesses him, so we must refuse to let go of God, even as we 

hold onto him in the darkest of nights, even if our world feels like it is dissolving in front of 

us, even if we feel that nothing makes sense, or will make sense again. We must do this in 

the faith that love, that God, will never let us go. 

 I’ll give the last words to the Rabbi, ‘What Genesis tells us is that the heroes of our 

faith did not lead charmed lives. They suffered exiles, knew danger, had their hopes 

disappointed and their expectations delayed. They fought, they struggled, but they neither 

gave in nor gave up. They were not serene. Sometimes they laughed in disbelief; there were 

times when they feared, trembled, wept and even gave way to anger. For they were human 

beings, not angels; they were people with whom we can identify, not saints to be 

worshipped. Jacob taught us that we cannot pre-empt crisis, nor should we minimise it, but 

we can survive it, thus becoming worthy of bearing the name of one who struggled with 

God and with men and prevailed.’ AMEN. 


