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This is a strange story—an ancient, haunting story.  Jacob is going back home and he is afraid.  He is going to see his brother Esau for the first time in 20 years, ever since he tricked his brother out of the blessing of their father Isaac that was intended for Esau.  Jacob had run away, afraid that Esau would kill him, but now, armed with many herds and flocks, four wives and twelve children, armed with the promise of God, he is going back home.  But the night before he is to meet Esau, he spends the night alone on the far side of the river Jabbok.  That’s when he is attacked in the dark.  Someone he doesn’t know and can barely seek grabs him, throws him to the ground and wrestles with him.  Wrestles with him for hours until they are exhausted, neither can prevail against the other.  Then just before daybreak, like he could have done it all along and just chose not to, the stranger strikes him on the hip and puts it out of joint.  Suddenly, Jacob has lost.  But he holds on to the stranger with all his might—not to defeat him, but to gain his blessing.  Finally, for the first time, the stranger speaks—“Let me go, for the day is breaking.”  Why?  Why now that the day is breaking?  What does that matter?  Is the stranger the god of the river and will be destroyed by the rays of the sun?  Is the stranger really Esau and the rising sun would allow Jacob to recognize his brother?  Whoever this is, Jacob says “I will not let you go unless you bless me.”  So the stranger says, “What is your name?”  His name, what is his name?  His name is Jacob, which means “he supplants,” or “he takes the place of.”  Every time he hears his own name he is reminded of how he tricked his brother out of his birthright and stole their father’s blessing—he took the place of his brother by stealing.  Jacob, he says, my name is Jacob, and it tastes like dirt in his mouth.  Then the stranger says, “You shall no longer be called Jacob, but Israel.”  Israel—Yis—ra—el.  He who wrestles with God, he who struggles with God.  And then the stranger blesses him and disappears.  He gives him a new name and then blesses him and goes away before the sun rises, before he can see this stranger.  But he knows who he is by the name he has been given—he who wrestles with God.

Names, names are funny things.  What’s your’s?  What name did you have when you walked in the door this morning?  My name is Mark, Mark William Jennings.  But what does that mean?  Mark comes from the Latin marcus, meaning one of Mars, the god of war.  Not the most appropriate name for a Christian minister who’s supposed to be teaching “turn the other cheek.”  Well, how about William?  William was my grandfather’s name and his father before him and his father before him, and it’s an old Germanic name meaning “protector of the realm.”  That’s not so bad, I guess, but it really doesn’t describe me.  What about Jennings?  That’s an old Norman name that got transplanted into Wales and Scotland and Ireland and probably means something like “the son of Little John.”  So all in all, I get something like “the son of Littlejohn who is a warlike protector of the realm.”  Not the worst, I guess, but I don’t think it describes me very well.  But this passage is all about names—Jacob receives a new name here.  And he receives it from this stranger who never reveals his name.  What is his name, this stranger?  Generations ago, they would have called him Jehovah.  “Guide me, O thou, great Jehovah, pilgrim through this barren land.”  Words that Jacob himself could have sung, except he didn’t know the name Jehovah.  Jehovah was a Latinized form not used until the 13th Century by Christian scholars.  In the Bible the word that is translated as Jehovah in the old English bibles was a four letter word in Hebrew that Jews in the time of Jesus considered too sacred to pronounce.  The closest we can get, most scholars think, is the word Yahweh.  This is the word that God spoke to Moses on Mt. Sinai from the burning bush when Moses asked him what his name was.  Up until that time, Moses only knew God as the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob.  But how did Jacob know God?  To Abraham, God says that he is El Shaddai which means God Almighty.  Isaac knows him as the Shield of Abraham.  Jacob refers to him a few times as the Fear, the Fear of Isaac.  Other places he is known as God of Hosts, God Most High, God the Ancient One, and many others that aren’t really personal but describe something about him.  But most times he is just God or the Lord, and since there is no other we don’t really have to differentiate, do we?  But to Jacob this is whom he wrestles with that night on the banks of the Jabbok. And he walks away amazed that he is still alive—because in the story, the stranger needs to flee before daybreak, not because he will be in danger, but because Jacob will.  According to the ancient way of thinking, no one sees God face to face and lives.  So God blesses him, and leaves.

God gives him a new name—that’s the blessing.  No longer does he have to go through life as the crook, the one who stole from his brother.  No longer is he the one who tricked Laban out of most of his flocks.  He is now Israel—the one who wrestles with God.  What is the name that is written in your heart?  God says in Jeremiah that he will make a new covenant with God's people.  Well when you make a covenant, when you have an agreement, part of it is to list the names of those involved.  One of the most difficult things for some people about getting married is the issue of names.  Are they going to change their names?  Is just one of them going to take the other's name?  Will they hyphenate and become the same last name, no matter how unwieldly it sounds?  And then when they go to sign the license, the proof of their new covenant, I make sure to remind them several times, “sign it with your married name.”  A new covenant takes a new name.  

We all came into this place with names.  Some of them are your personal names that you write when you sign your signature.  Others are names that describe you—mother, father, sister, brother, son, daughter, friend.  Others may say what you do—pastor, teacher, executive, lawyer, shopkeeper, retired person.  Others may describe what you like to do—fan, cook, gardener, shopper, traveler, stamp collector.  But what names describe who you are?  Maybe all of them together?  Maybe other words we haven’t mentioned.  But you come in here with a lot of names.  And like, Jacob, you leave with one as well.  This is also a place where we struggle and wrestle with God.  And sometimes we also come close to seeing him face to face.  And we walk out with the blessing of a new name that we can attach to ourselves—Christian.  One who belongs to Christ.  Yes, one who struggles and wrestles with what that means in the modern world, yes one who had doubts and questions, but when we get down to it, this is who we are. This is the place where Christ’s people gather and are sent out into the world.  Christian.  Is that a name you take with you, out there?  Not always an easy name to carry, but like Jacob, it lets us set aside out past and walk out into a new sunrise as people who are made new and given a new name.


