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Genesis 32:22-31
Some of you know this past year has been a difficult struggle for me and my family.  For those who don’t—in June 2010, I was laid off from my last job—a position that in many ways seemed perfect for someone who is both an Episcopal priest and an historical architect.  Unfortunately, picture-perfect scenarios can’t stand up to the harsh realities of deficit budgets.  So, when my employer was forced to make a third round of cut-backs, my department and my position were eliminated.  And while I understand the logic behind that decision, it doesn’t mean it didn’t hurt.  I felt the pain, as did my wife, along with our son.  We all suffered as a result.
Still, we couldn’t stand around feeling sorry for ourselves.  I had to get busy finding a new job.  I updated my resume.  I alerted the Church Deployment Office.  I went through my Rolodex and contacted anyone and everyone that I know and pretended to know and made aware of my situation.  I knocked on every door, turned over every stone, chased down every possible lead just to get a hint, a whiff of a prospective job.
Thankfully in the short-term, I was blessed when Fr. Andrew Merrow graciously offered me a temporary position here at St. Mary’s while I worked to get back on my feet.  But as gracious as that offer was, it was only temporary and the proverbial clock was ticking away.
As people learned of my situation, there were some who said, “Well, when God closes a door in life, He also opens another.”  Sorry, but I don’t buy that explanation.  I don’t think God closed this door and forced my lay-off.  In fact, I see it entirely as a human act of free will.  Yet with that being said, I do believe God is very active in the aftermath.  That God is present in the pain and suffering, working to help resolve the situation in a healthy, righteous manner.  And that it’s also up to me to be a partner in this rebuilding effort and my task is to listen carefully and discern what the next steps might be.  Discernment comes through prayer, conversation, prayer, work and prayer (oh, by the way, did I mention “prayer?”).  Then as partners, with God at my side, I can move forward in faith and with confidence to the next chapter in life—whatever it might be.
Well, from July through December and into the New Year, God and I engaged in some serious discernment.  I prayed without ceasing, knocked on hundreds of doors, turned over what seemed like thousands of stones, felt like a stray dog chasing every lead that came my way!  But nothing seemed to be happening.  Frustration and anger were building.  Self-doubt was creeping in.  Sure, I knew it wasn’t my fault I was laid off, but still, when no one seems interested in hiring you; when people seem to avoid you as though you have the plague because you are unemployed and they don’t want whatever you have to rub off on them; when you live in a city where what you do defines so much of who you are—then when you don’t have a job, you’re nobody!  You feel lost, alone, empty, adrift in a sea of darkness and depression.  Many nights were sleepless, fraught with wondering, worrying, and wrestling with my inner-most thoughts and with God—wanting answers, clarity, assurance, help—some kind of blessing that will make things alright.
In today’s first lesson from the book of Genesis, Jacob is facing a difficult time in his life.  After being gone a number of years, he now is returning home, to the promised land of his ancestors.  However, Jacob is not anticipating a happy homecoming.  You see before he left, he swindled his brother, Esau, out of his birthright, his inheritance and the blessing of their father, Isaac.  Esau was so furious that he wanted to kill Jacob, so Jacob understandably ran away.  Now, God is calling Jacob to return home, to go back to the place of his birth.  Only Jacob dreads doing so because he is certain Esau will destroy him once he appears.
On the night before reaching home, Jacob crosses the river Jabbok, whose name means “a place of emptying, a place of surrender.”  There, he sends his family, his servants, all his livestock and property across the stream ahead, leaving him alone in the dark night to wrestle with his thoughts and with God.
As we heard, Jacob has a wrestling match with an angel for the entire night, until finally the angel brings an end to it by dislocating Jacob’s hip.  Still, Jacob doesn’t let go of the angel until he receives a blessing, which the angel willingly gives.  So as the sun rises, Jacob heads off to meet Esau, not knowing what the day will bring, but doing so with confidence, a blessing from God and a dislocated hip.

All of us face trouble at times in our lives.  We go through periods of great darkness.  In some instances, we may even find ourselves hurt and wounded as a result.  But if we are faithful, we will invite God into our pain and suffering, asking Him to help and point the way forward.  We may not like what God then directs us to do—fighting back, kicking and screaming.  But if we stick with it, if we grab hold of God and not let go, in the end, we will be blessed.  We may have scars to show for it, but peace and joy ultimately will be ours.
As for me and my family, my struggle to find a job continued for months.  I even looked outside the church for work.  Until one day, when Fr. Andrew said, “Why don’t you just stay here?  We would love to have you on staff and from here you can pursue your ministry consulting with other churches about their buildings.”  I couldn’t imagine a better situation!  Sure, my nine months of looking for work took its toll on all three of us—mentally, physically, spiritually and financially, and life for us will never be the same.  But we now find ourselves in a much better, a more fulfilling place, thanks be to God.
This past week, the Episcopal Church celebrated the life of one of its priests from the late nineteenth century, William Reed Huntington, who made a great many contributions to the betterment of the church.
One gift he made is a prayer that can be found in our Book of Common Prayer and one that seems particularly appropriate in light of today’s lesson of Jacob wrestling with an angel.  Let us pray:
Almighty God, whose most dear Son went not up to joy but first he suffered pain, and entered not into glory before he was crucified: Mercifully grant that we, walking in the way of the cross, may find it none other than the way of life and peace; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
