Life As A Christian:  Part XII
Genesis 32: 22-32

August 10, 2008


A Minneapolis couple decided to go down to Florida to thaw out during a particular icy winter.  They planned a romantic stay at the same hotel where they had spent their honeymoon twenty years ago.  But because of their hectic schedules, it was difficult to coordinate their travel.  So, the husband flew to Florida on Thursday, while his wife would fly down the following day.  The husband checked into the hotel, saw a computer in his room, and sent an email to his wife.  However, he accidentally left out one letter in her email address.  Meanwhile, somewhere in Houston, a widow had just returned home from her husband’s funeral.  She decided to check her email, expecting messages from relatives and friends.  After reading the first message, she screamed and fainted.  The widow’s son rushed into the room, found his mother on the floor, and saw the computer screen, which read:


To:  My Loving Wife


Subject:  I’ve arrived!


I know you’re surprised to hear from me.  They have computers here now, and you are allowed to send emails to your loved ones.  I’ve checked in, and I’ve seen that everything has been prepared for your arrival tomorrow.  Looking forward to seeing you then!  Hope your journey is as uneventful as mine was.  P.S.  Sure is hot down here!


“P.S. Sure is hot down here!”  What came to your mind when you heard that “P.S.”, it wasn’t sunny, warm Florida, or even sunny, sizzling Texas, was it?  A word referring to a very different, very, very hot place jumped right into your mind, didn’t it?  The synapses in our brains instantly made the connection – death, “P.S. Sure is hot down here”:  immediately, even though some of us don’t believe there is such a place, the word “Hell” popped up in our minds.  Why is that?


Well, it’s that template we carry around inside us, a template that has images forged into it, the most dreadful sights, sounds, smells of a blazing pit of eternal agony which, some say, will be your fate in the next life, if you aren’t a good little boy or a good little girl in this life.  Some of us were taught that, by parents, Sunday School teachers, perhaps by what we heard a preacher say.  Others of us just sort of picked it up through books, poems, paintings, even through jokes and cartoons.  But, no matter how it came to us, that template has been burned into us, if you will, seared as if with a hot branding iron into our minds, and most especially into that most tender, most vulnerable part of us:  our emotions.  The fires of Hell are stoked by stirring up our fears, honing in on those deep human creature fears associated with the mystery of who God is and of what God does:  is God’s power benevolent or potentially malevolent indeed?


Never mind that many of us as adults have long since quit thinking of Hell as a literal place.  Never mind that many of us have rejected the whole notion of Hell as bad theology, inconsistent with a God whose love is unconditional now and forever.  Still, the template is inside us.  That’s why we could make the connection instantly:  death, “P.S. Sure is hot down here.”


We need to be aware of that Hell template inside us, because if we aren’t aware of it, it’ll trip us up; even the smallest vestige of Hell belief can effect our ability to grow spiritually and our ability to live as Christians.  Next Sunday we’ll talk more about that. Today let’s think together about another belief that can have negative effects, a certain belief which was preventing a friend of mine from receiving reassurance and encouragement from this morning’s Bible passage.

I told you about him last Sunday, how it was that through a lot of good reading and study, he’d let go of some beliefs which had kept him stuck in childish spirituality, beliefs which had kept him riding that spiritual tricycle which is so inadequate for the journey of adults, who have to face and cope with and live through adult realities.  My friend now knew what he no longer believed.  But he wasn’t sure what he did believe, wasn’t sure he believed anything, wasn’t sure he even believed in God any more, and he was greatly distressed, afraid that there was something terribly wrong with him.


Had my friend been able to go into this biblical story and see himself inside it, he would have been completely relieved of his anxiety that there was something wrong with him.  He could have understood his pain as growth pain, a normal part of growing up spiritually, and the feeling of emptiness in a dark wilderness as a normal place along the journey toward and into spiritual maturity.  But my friend couldn’t receive that relief, reassurance, encouragement because he couldn’t see himself inside this story, and there was a reason for that.

You see, there was in my friend another template which was holding him back, a template having to do with the Bible.  That template proclaims that the Bible was dictated directly by God, every word therefore literally factual, literally historical, and without error.  My friend had divested himself of the belief that God directly dictated the Bible.  But part of the template was still there, namely, that the stories in the “Holy Book” must be literally historical, accurately factual - the Garden of Eden a literal geographic place, Noah’s ark a matter of fact, the remnants of the boat maybe even to be found someday.  That some of the stories in the Bible are fiction, stories made up in the imagination of storytellers, that some stories in the Bible are not factual, not historical, but are meant to convey truth through the language of poetry and metaphor, my friend was just not quite ready to see the Bible like that.

So, to him, the Jacob story was historical fact.  But what happens when you view this story as a factual event in past history?  Well, bottom line, you don’t see in it much, if anything at all, that has to do with you here and now.  It can be only a story about that long ago man named Jacob.  It’s very interesting, the event which transpired in that man’s life, but what happened to Jacob, to that man at that place at that time in history, it’s a story cemented in the hard concrete of the past.  Bound to the past, the story of that man wrestling with an angel, it can’t be about you.
My friend still had some letting go to do.  If only he could stop casting this story in the cement of the past, in the realm of historical fact, then he’d be able to see the doorway into it, into rich metaphor, through which he could go to see truth, not just time-bound facts, but timeless truth relevant for every generation.  Were my friend to step through that doorway, one truth he’d see is that Jacob’s wrestling is also my friend’s wrestling, is also my wrestling, is your wrestling, too.
It’s that spiritual wrestling we do, and certainly that wrestling is most intense when we’re facing a crisis in our lives, a devastating illness, an impossible problem, a terrible decision, a job loss, a heartbreak.  The crisis Jacob was facing, it was for him a life or death moment.  Jacob was about to come face to face with Esau, the twin brother he’d long ago cheated out of his rightful inheritance.

That twin brother now had an army much bigger and more powerful than Jacob’s, and surely the greatly wronged and deeply angry Esau was coming to give Jacob what he deserved, and therefore Jacob desperately wanted to know God’s name, in other words, to know whether God was a God who would intervene, save Jacob, or a God who would punish the guilty?  That would have been a very big question for a man with a very, very guilty conscience.  Jacob was facing something potentially dreadful, and when we human beings are facing something dreadful in our lives, the spiritual wrestling is especially intense.  But we wrestle spiritually at other times, too; we ask those hard questions, “God, who are you?  What is your real name, your real character, your real ‘personality’?  But are you real, God?  And if you are real, are you involved with me and my life, and if you are involved, how?  If you really love me, why don’t you keep me safe from everything?  And if you are a good God, why don’t you do something about all the pain and suffering in our world?  Where are you, God?  And, God, what about my doubts?”
Wrestling spiritually is something we human beings do.  Oh, to be sure, way too many of us were taught that spiritual wrestling is bad, that we’re naughty if we ask certain questions, naughty if we don’t just settle down into the “right beliefs”.  Watch out, they say, or you’ll wind up down there, and, P.S. it sure is hot.

But notice:  Jacob dared to stand up, dared to go toe to toe, as it were, with the divine, dared to ask impudent questions, dared to demand blessing, dared to wrestle with God.  And God didn’t condemn him for that.  Of course not; that wrestling is necessary; it’s an important part of growing up spiritually.  God didn’t condemn Jacob, and doesn’t condemn us, for wrestling spiritually.  But Ilene, you say, that wounding, wasn’t that divine punishment?

No.  That was an act of divine grace and of divine mercy.  God stopped the wrestling match.  See, as important as spiritual wrestling is, sometimes we need to stop for a while, and rest, and just listen to the Divine breathing, breathing blessing, blessing not just Jacob but all of us wrestlers, blessing you into a new name, as it were, a truly adult name befitting the adult you who has done some spiritual growing and now has a better appreciation of who God is and of who you are, with more wisdom about what to do with your life and in your life.  You’ll wrestle again sometime, because we don’t outgrow our need to grow spiritually.  But we need to stop between those wrestling matches, and rest, and listen to the Divine breathing, breathing blessing.
And the scar from that wounding, it’s actually a good thing.  It provides a reminder we need about a couple of things.  First, it reminds us that we ought not expect spiritual growth to happen painlessly.

Moments of spiritual growth usually aren’t “feel good” moments, aren’t warm, fuzzy mountain top spiritual experiences.  Often they are indeed wrenching experiences, as if something were being wrenched out of its socket, and we need to be clear about that.  Otherwise, as we go through times of spiritual growth, we’ll be as distressed as my friend was, thinking that there’s something wrong with us because our spiritual growing doesn’t feel like a mountain top high.

And the second reminder which comes from that scar, it’s to remember that every bit of the growth pain is worth it.  Not only do we survive the wrestling, there really is a blessing in it.  As a result of that wrestling, eventually we find ourselves in a better place.  It is so much better, actually feels so much better, to walk the walk of Christianity bolstered in a spirituality that’s more mature.

So, see yourself in this story.  See yourself wrestling, and see yourself being blessed, God blessing you into greater intimacy with God, God blessing you into a more mature and much richer conversation with God.  See yourself wrestling and growing spiritually and being blessed by God as you walk the walk of the sacred path.
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