
Wrestling with God 

Rev. Peggy Meeker, 11/26/17 

  
Reading: from Rabbi Michael Lerner, political activist and editor of the progressive Jewish 
interfaith magazine Tikkun [anthologized in Sources of Our Faith: Inspirational Readings, ed. 
Kathleen Rolenz, Skinner House Books, 2012, p. 18] 

It is the reality of human experience that at our core we respond to the universe with a 
sense of awe and wonder at creation. We are dazzled by the incomprehensible fact of 
being itself. Through history, we have responded to this sense of awe and wonder with 
song, with prayers, with dance, with theology, with philosophy, with great art and 
architecture, with a sense of humility and a recognition that there is something that is 
both part of us and beyond us, something which we cannot name or control.  It is from 
this sense of awe that the most profound wisdom springs. 

Wrestling with God 

There is a story in the Book of Genesis about Jacob, one of the forefathers of Judaism and 
Christianity, wrestling with God, or with a messenger from God.  I mentioned Jacob a few weeks 
ago when I talked about the trickster tradition. Beginning on the day he was born, he jockeyed 
with his twin brother Esau for their father’s favor. In one story, he strong-armed Esau out of the 
family inheritance, and in another, as their father was nearing death, he tricked his father into 
giving him the blessing intended for Esau: “May God give you dew from heaven, and the 
richness of the earth, abundance of grain and wine! Let peoples serve you and nations bow low 
before you!  Be master of your brothers; let your mother’s other sons bow low before you!  
Accursed be whoever curses you and blessed be whoever blesses you!” [Gen. 27:28-29; NJB].   

When Esau learned what Jacob had done, and that the only blessing left for him was that he 
would struggle for his life and would serve his brother until he won his freedom, he resolved to 
kill Jacob.  So Jacob left his family’s homeland and traveled far to the north, a journey of about 
two weeks on foot, to live with his mother’s brother.  On the way, he dreamt one night that 
Yahweh, the God of his father Isaac and his grandfather Abraham, stood beside him and 
promised to be with him, to keep him safe, to bring him back home, and to give him descendants 
as plentiful as the dust on the ground. Jacob vowed that if he returned safely to his father’s home, 
then Yahweh would be his God.   

Jacob then continued on to his uncle’s home, where he lived for about twenty years. He 
married two of his uncle’s daughters, fathered eleven children, and accumulated great wealth in 
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livestock, some of it at his uncle’s expense. Then one day Yahweh said to Jacob, ‘Go back to the 
land of your ancestors, where you were born, and I shall be with you’ [Gen. 31:3].  So Jacob 
went, and it was on this return journey that he is said to have wrestled with God.  

Jacob had sent messengers ahead, and they returned with the report that his brother Esau was 
coming to meet him with four hundred men. Jacob was afraid.  He divided his people and 
animals into two camps, so that if Esau attacked one camp, at least the other might survive.  He 
chose gifts of livestock and sent them on ahead. Finally, at the River Jabbok, he helped his 
family across, and as daylight faded he sent across all his possessions, and was left there alone. 
“Then,” and here I am reading from the New Jerusalem Bible, “someone wrestled with him until 
daybreak who, seeing that he could not master him, struck him on the hip socket, and Jacob’s hip 
was dislocated as he wrestled with him.  He said, ‘Let me go, for day is breaking.’ Jacob replied, 
‘I will not let you go unless you bless me.’ The other said, ‘What is your name?’ ‘Jacob,’ he 
replied.  He said, ‘No longer are you to be called Jacob, but Israel [meaning “struggles with 
God”], since you have shown your strength against God and men and have prevailed.’ Then 
Jacob asked, ‘Please tell me your name.’  He replied, ‘Why do you ask my name?’ With that, he 
blessed him there. Jacob named the place Peniel [meaning “the face of God”], ‘Because I have 
seen God face to face,’ he said, ‘and have survived.’ The sun rose as he passed Peniel, limping 
from his hip. That is why to this day the Israelites do not eat the thigh sinew which is at the hip 
socket: because he had struck Jacob at the hip socket on the thigh sinew” [Gen. 32: 25b-33].  

This story has long been a favorite of mine. One of the things I love most about it is that 
regardless of what you believe, all of us have times when, like Jacob, we are alone in the dark, 
on the other side of something, facing uncertainty or worse, and we have to wrestle our way 
through toward morning, maybe getting bruised in the process because it’s so terribly important, 
because we can’t let go of whatever we are wrestling with until we find a blessing. And this is 
what theology, talk about God—or ultimate reality—is all about. What do we believe? How do 
we make sense of our lives? What sustains us? 

Jacob met Esau the next day, and bowed from some distance away, and Esau ran to him and 
embraced him. Esau asked why Jacob had sent so many flocks ahead, and Jacob said they were 
gifts to win his favor. Esau said he already had plenty, and Jacob should keep what was his. 
“Jacob protested, ‘No, if I have won your favor, please accept the gift I offer, for in fact I have 
come into your presence as into the presence of God, since you have received me kindly’” [Gen. 
33: 10]. And Esau accepted. 

What is God?  The God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob—Yahweh—was a tribal God that 
would protect and bless you and yours, and curse your enemies. Jacob’s uncle worshiped a 
different God. The ideas of there being only one God, and a God of universal love, were way in 
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the future. Many people today continue to believe in the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, 
though they define that God a little differently—a God that offers blessings, but usually not 
curses.  

But there is another way of thinking about God, though here I struggle to find the right 
words. Not a God who is a being who does or does not allow things to happen; not a God who 
looks and acts like us, only more so; not a God who is any thing; but rather that which we sense 
in moments of awe and wonder, moments of silence and stillness; that which is the power of life 
in the universe, the ultimate mystery; the great, intricate, invisible, interdependent web of all 
existence, of which we are a part; that which dwells in human compassion and growth; that 
which we encounter deep within.  In this line of thinking, to ask if God exists is to misunderstand 
God, to turn God into an object that might or might not be there.  In this line of thinking, God 
does not exist, but is in existence and beyond existence. Karen Armstrong, in her book A Case 
for God, writes “Jewish, Christian, and Muslim theologians have insisted for centuries that God 
does not exist and that there is ‘nothing’—[no thing]—out there; in making these assertions, their 
aim was not to deny the reality of God but to safeguard God’s transcendence” [p. xvi].  This is 
God as sacred reality, known by many different names—Spirit of Life, Buddha Nature, Brahman, 
Pure Awareness, the Dao, the All, the Great Unfolding. 

Unitarian Universalism has embraced many different beliefs about God, but in the 1900s 
both denominations became very humanistic, and talk of God was almost non-existent. Both 
denominations prized freedom of belief over any particular belief.  When the two consolidated 
just over fifty years ago, their joint statement of principles read, in part—and notice how 
carefully this is crafted: “The Association … shall … cherish and spread the universal truths … 
summarized in the Judeo-Christian heritage as love to God and love to humankind” [Tom Owen-
Towle, Theology Ablaze: Celebrating the 50th Anniversary Year of Unitarian Universalism, 
Flaming Chalice Press, 2011, p. 5].  It’s a statement that indicates respect for belief in God 
without quite affirming it.  It’s also a statement that is more intellectual than spiritual. 

That was in 1961.  In the last twenty or thirty years, a desire for something more spiritual has 
bubbled up.  A 1998 survey showed that over 75% of UUs felt that our faith was lacking in 
“spiritual discipline and depth” [p. 16, Theology Ablaze].  In 2003, William Sinkford, then 
president of the UUA, preached a sermon in which he said, “We need some language that would 
allow us to capture the possibility of reverence, to name the holy, … .”  His words sparked quite 
a debate between those who wanted a more spiritual religion and those who really didn’t see 
Unitarian Universalism as a religion at all. Today, talk of God has definitely resurfaced, and we 
are richer for it.  We cherish our pluralism as much as ever, and we are much more comfortable 
calling ourselves a religious movement.  
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Two statements of faith from the UUA website illustrate this conversation. The Rev. Kate 
Lore [Quimper UU Fellowship] writes, “I am usually shy about sharing my experiences of God 
because I can't explain God in an intellectual manner.  I experience the Sacred through my heart 
and when I try to define ‘it’ with words, the words always fall short of my experience. Such is 
the Mystery! I consider myself to be both a Unitarian Universalist and a Christian mystic.” The 
Rev. Erik Walker Wikstrom [Thomas Jefferson Mem’l. Church] writes,  

When I was young, I believed in a personal God—a person who, though invisible, 
would probably look like one of Michaelangelo's paintings. As I grew older, I came to 
believe in an impersonal God—a force like gravity, or love, or life itself. This later belief 
satisfied my mind for some time. 

Yet what was missing from this understanding of God, for me, was the quality of 
relationship—the actual experience of a relationship with God, which I had known as a 
child, and which, in my honest moments, I knew still even though it no longer made 
sense. After much wrestling, I now believe in a personal God who is not a person, who is 
a Mystery beyond my ability to comprehend, yet no less real for my confusion. This God 
is wholly Other, yet also ‘as close as my own breath.’ [As] St. Augustine wrote, ‘If you 
can understand it, it's not God.’  

Unitarian Universalists are wrestling with God, and we are too, here in this congregation. 
There are many UU Christians. [Name deleted—a past minister] would have been one of them, 
and somewhere along the line, she became more Christian than UU.  There are many UU atheists 
who find no meaning at all in the word God.  I’m glad to be part of such a pluralistic theology. 
There is room for all our ideas about God, and we are at our healthiest when these different ideas 
stand in creative tension. The Rev. Tom Owen-Towle has described this tension [in Theology 
Ablaze] in a way I find helpful: Atheism helps us to discard ideas of God that are obsolete or 
even abhorrent; agnosticism reminds us to stand in awe before all that we do not know; and what 
he calls affirmatism—affirming some concept of God—reminds us of the sacredness, the 
holiness that lies within and all around us. 

For me, the word and the idea of God points toward all that holds me, that quiets me, and that 
calls me to greater acceptance and compassion. It is a reminder that there is a dimension to life 
that is deeper and broader than I sometimes remember; that there is more wisdom and grace and 
serenity available.  

What is God?  For Jacob, God is a being who can stand next to you and promise you safety 
and prosperity, or wrestle with you and cripple you and bless you. This God is more than human
—you might not see this God face-to-face and survive—and yet this God is also very human, 
taking Jacob’s side against his brother, his father, and his uncle. But at the end of the story, when 
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Esau runs to embrace Jacob, Jacob glimpses a different sort of God: “I have come into your 
presence as into the presence of God, since you have received me kindly.”  What is God for you? 
How do you make sense of the incomprehensible? Let’s wrestle with God, together.  Let’s grab 
hold of all that we cannot name or control, and not let go until we find a blessing.  Amen.
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