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This sermon that I’m going to share with you today, I entitle, “A Season of Wrestling.” The 
Scripture inspired a song that I want to share with you. It is a spiritual: 
 

Deep River. 
My home is over Jordan. 

Deep River, Lord, 
I want to cross over into campground. 

 
I find myself frequently being asked today, and also asking, “How is this season treating you?” 
By the word “season” in this question is an acknowledgement to our world currently amid the  
COVID-19 pandemic, the need for social justice, the reality of physical isolation, working from 
home, and being and adult. For some of us, this “season” might also imply navigating new ways 
of parenting and teaching, racial tensions, furloughs or unemployment, and even injury and 
sickness and also old age. 
 
“How is this season treating you?” is a vague question, and loaded with baggage. So, in the 
spirit of attempting to maintain my own social norms, I tend to answer with the positive – 
“Well, I’ve been exercising more, I’ve learned how to cook new and interesting meals, reading 
through some books a semester two ago and trying to find some flexibility in my schedule.” 
But, if I’m honest, what I want to say is that this “season” has been a season of wrestling. 
Wrestling with myself, with others, and even God. It is a season which has brought me to 
my knees more often than I ever thought would be possible. A season which has thrown me 
into radical vulnerability with myself. 
 
So may this sermon be an invitation to you to join in our vulnerability together. 
 
The inspiration to be vulnerable comes because in Genesis we encounter a story about 
vulnerability. We hear the story of Jacob. A man whose desire for power and wealth led him to 
cheat his own brother and father; and then to dwell in a foreign land. But yet, while cheating 
and dwelling, he never lost sight of God – or, more accurately, God never lost sight of 
him…even in his struggle. 
 
Today, we encounter Jacob when he is brought to his knees at the edge of the River Jabbok, a 
small river which flows into the mighty River Jordan, that deep river Jordan. The scripture tells 
us that one night, Jacob, while standing alone at the ford, wrestled. We learn that Jacob 
wrestled with a “man,” but who this man is is uncertain. This figure could have been Jacob’s 
inner turmoil. It could have been his past actions or future hopes. It could have been an angel, 
or could have even been God. 
 



We don’t know because the Scripture isn’t clear. But what is clear is that Jacob was living a 
season of wrestling which brought him to his knees, a season which made him vulnerable, while 
he stood alone at the crossroads of the river’s edge. 
 
Perhaps you, like Jacob, like me, find yourself in a similar position of vulnerability this “season.” 
 
Is it possible that you’ve been wrestling with your inner self – in your inner mind? In this 
season, you already know that we’ve been gifted more time than ever before to reflect, 
meditate, more time to consider our own emotional and mental well-being. As a result, you 
may have found yourself standing alone in the dark of the night, like Jacob, now forced 
to confront the inner workings of your mind. You’ve realized that you haven’t been showing 
yourself compassion. You haven’t been showing yourself mercy and love. You’ve been trying to 
be like Christ for others, but while neglecting to honor the image of God inside of you. You’re 
fighting the voices that tell you that you’re not good enough, the voices that tell you you’re not 
worthy enough, and that you’re not holy enough. The voices of anxiety, depression, and 
insecurity. The voices that keep you from crossing over the River Jabbok, which leads to the 
Jordan, on which whose opposite bank – recount the old spirituals – freedom, your freedom, 
awaits. 
 
Yes, for you, this season may have brought you to your knees on the bank of the River Jabbok, 
being reminded of the tears that we’ve cried in silence are like a river, as we struggle with our 
personal fears in the dark night in our souls. 
 
Maybe also, in wrestling with your inner self, you’ve been wrestling with your own history. This, 
too, is vulnerable work. Jacob did it. On the ford of the Jabbok, Jacob had to wrestle with (in 
other words confront) the injustice that he had shown toward his brother, Esau. The night the 
figure confronted Jacob in a wrestling match was the night before Jacob was to meet Esau and 
ask for forgiveness for stealing Esau’s blessing of land and birthright. Jacob was terrified. He 
thought that Esau was coming out for revenge. And, likely, Jacob was terrified of not only Esau 
but also the daunting task that is self-forgiveness. Maybe this, too, is where you are in your 
journey. You’ve learned more about the history of the United States. You’ve learned more 
about the history of the Church, and you cannot fathom how forgiveness for injustice – against 
others, against yourself – is even possible. The waters of the Jabbok which flow into the Jordan 
just seem far too deep, far too insurmountable, to cross. 
 
Perhaps, while wrestling with yourself (that wasn’t even enough) you’re been wrestling with 
God. You know all too well that God is present because it is God with whom you grapple on the 
bank of the River Jabbok. It is God who causes you to pause, God who causes you to listen. It is 
God who calls. God who calls you, who calls me, into vulnerability with ourselves and with each 
other. 
 
In this season, you are experiencing Divine encounters. God is showing up, calling you to 
something, making present the gospel feast on this side of the Jordan. Yet, for these Divine 



encounters to sink in, they require a slowing down. The require a remembrance. They require 
lament. They require acknowledgement. 
 
This season brought you to your knees on the bank of the River Jabbok, reminding of water. But 
there is something special and changing about these waters of this river where we are brought 
to our knees - the water of baptism by which we receive the Holy Spirit and through which we 
are made members of God’s holy family. We are vulnerable babes brought afresh into the 
world.  Made worthy enough. Made redeemable. We are made anew amidst our inner turmoil. 
We are made anew amidst our history. We are made anew amidst all of our mistakes and all of 
our faults. 
 
In some way, we’ve all been brought to our knees on the bank of this river. We’ve all been 
confronting the dark nights of our souls. We’ve all been confronting the histories of injustice. 
We’ve all had to hear the call of God. We’ve been reminded of where we’ve been. We’ve been 
reminded that we are invited into vulnerability. But yet this river that we are in front of reminds 
us and tells us where we’re going. It is in these waters of baptism we are reminded when we 
are brought to our knees on the bank of the Jabbok we can also find our hope. Our hope is the 
Good News of Jesus that changes us and renews us in our baptism. 
 
His story doesn’t stop with this maiming encounter. Jacob wrestles, he struggles, he endures, 
but he crosses the river. Now he repents and Esau forgives. Jacob receives God’s blessing and 
becomes Israel. 
 
From his lineage, comes Jesus – the Jesus who was baptized in the deep River Jordan into which 
the Jabbok flows,; the same Jesus who fed the 5000 from 5 loaves and 2 fish so that no one 
would go hungry;  the same Jesus who was persecuted and crucified so that we all might be 
redeemed, the Jesus who is our ultimate source of freedom from ourselves, freedom from 
unjust systems, and freedom found in God. 
 
You see, baptism is a public sign of a change that is happening inside of us, a change that isn’t 
always immediate. As we grow, there can be a struggle between who we were and who we are 
becoming. And it is at the crossroads of the river’s edge that we are brought to our knees in 
that vulnerability, where we are confronted with the cross. We are confronted with the life-
giving cross, the liberating cross through which all creation is redeemed and by which we are 
called to reconciliation. The cross which transforms. For through baptism, we are made 
members of Christ’s Body – brought into union with Christ, brough into union with ourselves 
and the world through his death and resurrection.  
 
So, in my wrestling this season, I turn to the Gospel. I turn to the cross as a source of hope and 
preach it without shame. I thank God for the struggle because I know it means that God’s 
presence is with me, and I am not alone. The struggle means that God is changing things 
through God’s Spirit and changing me along with it. 



You see, its’ spirituals like “Deep River” enable me to see that the Jabbok flows into the deep 
River Jordan and be reminded by this that our story doesn’t end in struggle. Rather, the story  
isjust beginning.  
 
May we in our vulnerability, when we are brought to our knees at the crossroads of the river’s 
edge, find ourselves at the foot of the cross. Amen. 


