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Until now, whenever Jacob has had pangs of conscience… he has always been able to 

defeat his conscience, to rationalize his behavior, to silence the voice inside him that 

warned him that he was doing wrong.  Paradoxically, the weaker a person he was, the 

easier it was for him to defeat his conscience…He is no longer Jacob the trickster, the 

conniver.  He will become Israel, the one who struggles with God… 

    —Harold S. Kushner, Living a Life That Matters 

 

Genesis 32:22-32 

 

A few years ago the British government asks the public for help naming a new ship.  It probably seemed 

like a good idea at the time, so they had a contest.  The voters offered up a few dignified suggestions: 

“The David Attenborough,” “The Shackleton,” “The Endeavor.”  There were a few playful suggestions:  

“What Iceberg?” “Big Metal Floaty Thingy.”  But a BBC employee, James Hand, came up with a name 

that captured the imagination of the country: “Boaty McBoatface.”  It crashed their website, and more 

than 30,000 people voted for “Boaty McBoatface,” winning the contest hands down. 

 

The Research Council said while it was “delighted by the enthusiasm and creativity” of the British 

public, it decided to name the ship, “The Royal Research Ship David Attenborough,” instead. The 

“Boaty McBoatface” episode is a reminder that names matter. 

 

There are many renaming episodes in the Bible: Abram became Abraham, Sarai became Sarah, Simon 

became Peter.  And today, we’ll take a closer look at the story of Jacob, whose name mean “heel-

grabber.” The story, probably made up after the fact, is an explanation of Jacob’s character as a usurper 

and conniver.  Later, he would trick his brother out of his birthright.  When Esau came back from a hunt, 

desperately hungry, he said, “Give me some of that stew, Jacob.  I’m exhausted.”  “All right,” said 

Jacob, “and by the way, there’s one condition—you must give me your birthright.”  Now he knew that 

Esau was the kind of young man who lived for the moment and never worried about the future.  So Esau 

said, “Look, I’m dying of hunger right now, what use is a birthright to me if I’m dead.  You can have it.” 

 

And later on in the story, Jacob is now on his way home with a huge caravan of oxen, cows, goats, 

donkeys, camels and loot that he had tricked out of his uncle, Laban.  He comes to the river Jabbok and 

suddenly he hears alarming news: Esau, his brother, is coming to meet him with a force of 400 men—

the last person in the world he wanted to see.  And Jacob’s reaction to this news is typical.  He sends a 

present of livestock ahead to Esau in an effort to buy off his brother. 

 

And so, while waiting for his brother’s response, he crosses the Jabbok with his family, and he prepares 

for the night by the riverside. 

 

And how many of us have spent a sleepless night because something was bothering us?  How many of 

us at times would do anything to avoid being alone? 
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Well, here is Jacob, and our text says, “And Jacob was left alone.”  He was alone with his conscience.  

He was alone, and his brother that he robbed of his inheritance was within range with 400 warriors.  And 

so all night Jacob wrestles.  He is alone and confronted with his past. 

 

Jacob anticipates the wrath of his brother and is overcome with anxiety and guilt.  Jacob wrestles with 

God.  His own desires and God’s desires are locked in mortal conflict, and neither will give in.  Jacob is 

grappling with his past and is seeking resolution. 

 

He is seeking and asks for a blessing—an affirmation—from God.  He has his own idea of what that 

blessing should look like—security, land, children, to be left alone by his brother. 

 

And aren’t we all looking for a blessing—an affirmation—each in our own way?  Aren’t we searching 

for answers and peace of mind—Christians and non-Christians, alike?  Aren’t we all wrestling?  Sure we 

are—or at least, we should be. 

 

For the minute we stop wrestling with God is the minute we condemn ourselves to the hell of our own 

desires.  For it is in this struggling, this wrestling, that Jacob is changed and “Israel” is born. 

 

I read a good book by Rabbi Harold Kushner called Living a Life That Matters: Resolving the Conflict 

between Conscience and Success.  He wrote: 

 

The attacker, the angel, is Jacob’s conscience, the part of him that summons him to rise above 

his bad impulses.  The struggle is between part of him that wins by cleverness and fraud, and the 

part of him that feels summoned by God to climb a ladder to heaven, to become exemplary… 

 

There are times when we feel that split inside us, part of us wanting to take the easy way out even 

as another part of us insists on taking a more demanding route… 

 

Jacob was somebody who was always able “to defeat his own conscience, to rationalize his behavior, to 

silence the voice inside him that warned him he was doing wrong.” 

 

Always, until now. 

 

At the end of the struggle, Jacob is injured and limping, but the Bible nonetheless describes him 

as shalem, a Hebrew word with the connotations of wholeness, integrity being at peace with 

oneself.  The word is related to shalom, peace. 

 

Kushner concludes, “In a sense, Jacob has won by losing.” 

 

In the struggle for his own soul his better side, for once, was strong enough to prevail.  For perhaps the 

first time in his life, that nagging, still, small voice inside him was able to win out.  The quiet voice of 

God within him was not overcome. 

 

Jacob was defeated.  But in his defeat, he wins. 

 

And so as Jacob is wrestling with his conscience, his better side, he is asking himself, “What am I, 

really? What kind of person do I want to be?”  And he comes away with a different name.  He is no 

longer Jacob, which literally means “heal-grabber, the trickster, the conniver.”  He is now Israel, “the 

one who struggles with God.” 
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That night was a defining moment for Jacob/Israel, and he decides to look at himself differently.  As 

Abraham Heschel said, “We become what we think of ourselves…What determines one’s being is the 

image one adopts.” 

 

Kushner points out that one of the most important things that Jacob learns is that he can survive the 

struggle.  He can take the difficult path of honesty and generosity, and he may suffer, but he can get over 

it.  This is an important insight.  As Rachel Naomi Remen wrote, 

 

How might you live if you did not know that your body could heal?  Would you ever ride a bike, 

drive a car, use a knife to cut up vegetables?  Or would you never get off the couch? 

 

Struggling to do the right thing, the kind thing, the loving thing, means living sacrificially.  It means 

being willing to be wounded, but—and this is important—trusting that the soul can heal itself. 

 

Frederick Buechner calls Jacob’s story “the magnificent defeat.”  He says that in our own encounter 

with God we are defeated—we leave the encounter wounded.  Like Jacob, God touches our hip and 

gives us a limp.  Yet we are blessed and become a new person. 

 

And so this is faith.  It’s about struggling.  It’s about wrestling.  It’s about coming to terms with our own 

inadequacy.   

 

The world is so interrelated and complicated.  And in this age of information we have no excuses not to 

be engaged with issues such as national and state budgets, environmental policy, immigration law, and 

the like.  In our age ignorance is not bliss; it’s a sin. 

 

And so, we wrestle.  This is what faith is.  Like Jacob, our name is “those who struggle with God.” 

 

I would like to think we share this with Jacob/Israel, and that we, too, would be open to a change of 

identity, a radical re-orientation.   

 

Changes in names happen at significant turning points in life: baptisms, conversions, ordinations, 

marriages, mergers—when there is a re-orientation and change in focus. 

 

The Marketing Committee of this church has been talking recently about a possible name change for 

“Community Congregational United Church of Christ.”  That’s quite a mouthful, isn’t it?  When I 

answer the phone I can hardly get the entire name out sometimes before the caller hangs up!  They 

started looking at this because there are practical concerns.  It’s long.  It’s generic.  It doesn’t really 

convey much to a new person. 

 

Now, I realize that changing our name could be a touch subject.  But when I think about all the 

changes—big changes—that are necessary to meet the challenges to have a relevant and vital presence 

today when churches are shrinking and diminishing, if we don’t become open to small changes, such as 

a name, how will we handle the big ones?  If nothing else, it is an important exercise to loosen up a 

little! 

 

Look, we are a different congregation than we were 50, 30, even 10 years ago.  People come, people go.  

Yes, there is continuity with the past, and we recognize and appreciate those connections.  But we also 
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cannot be bound by them and need to strike out on our own!  You’ve probably heard the last seven 

words of the church: “We’ve always done it that way before.” 

 

It was Heraclitus who said, “You never step into the same river twice.” It is constantly flowing.  It is 

always different water.  It is always changing. Likewise, for churches and individuals , there is always 

change, different experiences. We are never the same. 

 

And so a good names does two things: 

1. It describes you. 

2. It inspires you. 

 

Often a name can communicate to others what is important to you, how you are unique.  And it gives 

you something to live up to, guiding and reminding you of your aspirations and focus.   

 

When Jorge Mario Bergaglio became the Pope, he chose the name, Francis, who was a radical Christian 

mystic that demonstrated a profound connection with the earth and with the poor.  This new name helps 

the Pope communicate who he is, his priorities, his passion.  And it serves as a reminder to himself of 

how he wants to live and serve. 

 

If you had a chance to change your name, what would it be?  A name can have power, and so we must 

choose carefully!  For us, I would not recommend “Churchy McChurchface!” 

 

When I think about this congregation and try to describe it to others, I think about two things.  First, a 

theological progressiveness and open-mindedness.  This is not a church that insists on a biblical 

literalism.  We value science and scholarship.  Second, I see a commitment for social justice and 

transformation.  We work of systemic change for a more fair, inclusive and compassionate society.  A 

name that might signal this identity and focus would be something like, “Peace Church.”  I would keep 

the denominational affiliation, of course, but I wouldn’t make it prominent in the name.  This name can 

remind us of both the inner peace that comes with a deepening awareness of the Sacred, of God, and 

also the outer peace of a just world toward which we are called to strive. 


