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Sunday, August 16 

Sermon:  Pinned by a Pandemic  by Ross Lockhart 

 
Genesis 32:22-31 
32:22 The same night he got up and took his two wives, his two maids, and his eleven children, 
and crossed the ford of the Jabbok. 
 
32:23 He took them and sent them across the stream, and likewise everything that he had. 
 
32:24 Jacob was left alone; and a man wrestled with him until daybreak. 
 
32:25 When the man saw that he did not prevail against Jacob, he struck him on the hip socket; 
and Jacob's hip was put out of joint as he wrestled with him. 
 
32:26 Then he said, "Let me go, for the day is breaking." But Jacob said, "I will not let you go, 
unless you bless me." 
 
32:27 So he said to him, "What is your name?" And he said, "Jacob." 
 
32:28 Then the man said, "You shall no longer be called Jacob, but Israel, for you have striven 
with God and with humans, and have prevailed." 
 
32:29 Then Jacob asked him, "Please tell me your name." But he said, "Why is it that you ask my 
name?" And there he blessed him. 
 
32:30 So Jacob called the place Peniel, saying, "For I have seen God face to face, and yet my life 
is preserved." 
 
32:31 The sun rose upon him as he passed Penuel, limping because of his hip. 
 

Did you grow up in a family full of nicknames?  I certainly did.  I don’t know if it was something 

that my Grandparents from County Armagh started when they moved to Canada, but all of us in 

the family – my uncles, aunts, cousins – everyone had a nickname.  As the youngest of the first 



 2 

cousins, I was named by my older cousins who loved Dukes of Hazzard – I became Roscoe as in 

Roscoe P. Coletrane.  Not only did everyone have a nickname in my family, some people had 

more than one.  It was especially confusing when someone new would enter the family, a new 

boyfriend or girlfriend of a cousin would show up at a Lockhart Christmas party or visit down at 

the cottage.  This tradition has continued into our own little Lockhart family now in Vancouver 

with all of us more frequently responding to our nicknames than our real names around the 

house.  Nicknames can be fun, but they are often telling of one’s unique personality.  Take 

Jacob for example in today’s reading from Genesis 32.  Jacob was known as a trickster, a 

deceiver.  Now that’s not really a nickname most people would aspire to.  But it suited Jacob, 

after all by the time we meet up with him in today’s reading he’s already cheated his brother 

Esau out of his birthright and hoodwinked his father-in-law Laban.  Jacob is the kind of 

salesperson you watch out for; you know the kind who smiles with his teeth but not with his 

eyes. 

 

But the trickster has run out of tricks at this point.  Jacob encounters God directly twice in this 

narrative that the lectionary has been following lately.  The first time is the famous Jacob’s 

ladder story.  That was just after he had tricked his brother out of his birthright and fled with 

nothing more than his life, Esau breathing murderous threats towards his brother.  Jacob flees 

his home and family in Canaan and sets up a new life with his Uncle Laban in Haran in 

Mesopotamia the birthplace of Abraham and Sarah.  Laban ends up being not only Jacob’s 

Uncle but his Father-in-law twice over – I know confusing, right, but just think how much Jacob 

saved on gifts at the holidays just buying one gift for Laban who covered so many roles in his 
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life.  Jacob finally resolves to return home to Canaan after many years and as he crosses the 

Jordan river into Canaan he prays the longest prayer in all of Genesis (32: 9-12).  In the prayer 

he begs God that his brother Esau will not harm them, time heals most wounds, right?  And he 

sends ahead a gift offering of 580 goats, sheep, donkeys, cows and camels.  Wow, that’s more 

goats that you see at the Coombs Country Market!  But will Esau receive this as a peace offering 

or assume, perhaps rightly so, that this is just one more trick that Jacob is trying to play on him? 

 

As he waits to meet his brother Esau in an awkward family reunion that we might expect from a 

reality tv show, Jacob sends his wives and children and all that is dear to him across the ford of 

the river at Jabbock.  That’s where we find him in today’s reading, alone and lonely, cut off and 

isolated from all who are dear to him.  Fearful and anxious for a future he cannot control or 

manipulate.   

 

And there, the Bible says, a man appeared and wrestled Jacob throughout the night.  Wow, did 

Jacob think perhaps this was his brother Esau trying to kill him?  Did he think he was in a dream 

like state as when he experienced God’s presence and the latter going to heaven?  We don’t 

know, Scripture does not let us into his thoughts.  But we know the struggle is real to him and 

he wrestles, alone in his isolation with this fearful stranger, not able to get the upper hand. 

 

Well these past five months have been a struggle for all of us, have they not?  No doubt you too 

faced similar pressures at work or at home in the early days of the pandemic as we all began to 

grabble with the changes that were sweeping our country.  Since early March, what have you 
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been wrestling with?  Isolation and loneliness?  Fear and uncertainty?  Job loss and economic 

strife?  Grief for plans that were made and then all dashed?  Where God was in the midst of this 

time? 

 

Have you prevailed and achieved the upper hand, or are you like many of us and like Jacob 

wrestling all the while and never seeming to achieve victory? 

 

The Bible says that Jacob wrestled all night with the mysterious stranger that the tradition has 

suggested various identities including an angel.  The wrestling match goes all night long with 

Jacob refusing to give in or give up.  Suddenly, everything is reversed.  The mysterious figure 

wrestling Jacob simply touches the hollow of Jacob’s thigh, and in a flash, Jacob is lying there 

unable to move or fight anymore.  Clinging to his advisory, feeling his own defeat, Jacob refuses 

to let go, demanding a blessing.  But this is a blessing that Jacob the trickster cannot plot, plan 

or manipulate to his advantage as in the past.  Now he is utterly at the mercy of the one he 

clings to; he knows whatever comes next that is good must be a sheer act of grace.  Jacob’s 

name is changed to Israel, which in Hebrew means “the one who wrestles with God.”  Jacob 

receives the blessing and asks for the man’s name.  His sparring partner will not answer, 

blessing and releasing Jacob the trickster rebranded Israel.  

 

Jacob will do some renaming himself.  He names the place Peniel, which means “face of God.”  

Jacob knew who he was wrestling with that long night – for he names the place acknowledging 

“I have seen God face to face, and yet my life is preserved.”  God wrestled, blessed and set 
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Jacob free, giving him a freedom that all of his previous cunning and deception, his trickery 

could not give him.  God in the flesh wresting Jacob, gives us a glimpse of the incarnational gift 

God would bestow on humanity and all creation so many generations later, in a manger in 

Bethlehem, or as Eugene Peterson said so beautifully, “The Word became flesh and blood and 

moved into the neighbourhood.”i  This incarnational experience of the Living God changes 

Jacob, literally transforming his identity and preparing him for the further transformative, 

forgiving encounter with his brother Esau that follows this story. 

 

I’ve been reflecting lately on this question of incarnation for us as Christians, especially now 

that Covid-19 has moved so much of our common life together – work, family, education and 

social connections – online.  Early on during the pandemic our Canadian Prime Minister Justin 

Trudeau warned to not “speak moistly on others,” for fear of spreading the virus, this language 

brings us to question of incarnation.ii  We have an incarnational faith. Jesus “spoke moistly” on 

his disciples when invoking the Holy Spirit that led to birth of the church, “Again Jesus 

said, ‘Peace be with you! As the Father has sent me, I am sending you.’ And with that he 

breathed on them and said, “Receive the Holy Spirit.”iii 

 

How has our understanding of incarnational faith, of koinonia and fellowship changed during 

this time of physical separation during Covid-19 and what might it mean for our understanding 

of church moving forward?  Many assumed that the only way to experience Christian 

community was “in the flesh.”   

 



 6 

Yet, even the early church bears witness to an incarnational presence and Christian community 

during times of physical separation.  Just think with me about the epistles, letters, messages 

sent from a distance from one Christian group to another – we call it Scripture.  Christians at a 

geographic distance, sometimes never meeting in person, gave and received communication 

that included words of encouragement, praise, instruction, rebuke and pastoral care.  Just think 

about that beautiful line from 2 John 12: 

 

I have much to write to you, but I do not want to use paper and ink. Instead, I hope to visit you 

and talk with you face to face, so that our joy may be complete. 

 

During Covid-19 Christians are discovering new ways of forming incarnational relationships 

through digital platforms across countless miles, where once apostles used letters to stitch 

together churches across the Roman Empire, now we use Zoom to connect around the world.iv  

The important emphasis of incarnation, “enfleshment”, is rightly focused on relationships, not 

the particular technology used to enhance it whether microphones in a church building or 

Microsoft teams for online church.  Stefan Paas writes, “God’s mission is about the restoration 

and renewal of relationships.”v 

 

We are learning new ways of being a community online, even here today.  We are wrestling like 

Jacob with God trying to figure out how to survive this dark night of Covid-19.  God’s victory is 

assured, but so too is his blessing as we cling to presence, power and promises of our Triune 
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God:  Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  We too want a blessing; we seek a new identity.  Beloved in 

Christ, the God of our ancestors, the God of Jacob longs to bless us this day and set us free.   

 

God the Father, Son and Holy Spirit releases us this day into the freedom of life with a new 

identity as God’s own beloved.  And we will never walk through this world the same…  Let us 

pray: 

 

 

 
i John 1: 14, The Message. 
ii Canadian Broadcasting Corporation, April 9, 2020. 
iii John 20: 21-22, NIV. 
iv We recognize in our apostolic forebearers their own desire and longing for incarnational connection as the 
author of 2 John writes in verse 12, “I have much to write to you, but I do not want to use paper and ink. Instead, I 
hope to visit you and talk with you face to face, so that our joy may be complete.” 
v Stefan Paas, Pilgrims and Priests, 200. 


