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It’s possible that you’ve come to St Martin’s this morning in a state of complete satisfaction with 
life. However, in the world where we’re tortuously navigating Brexit, where we’re seeing democracy 
breaking down and a fresh rise in dictatorial leadership, and where we’re facing questions about the 
sustainability of life on planet earth, you’d need to have closed yourself off to our world to have 
reached such a state. More likely, if you’ve been keeping yourself open, you’ve found yourself 
singing along with U2: “I’ve run, I’ve crawled, I’ve scaled the city walls – but I still haven’t found 
what I’m looking for.”1 So you’re still looking for answers to life’s big questions, and, after years 
trying, you’re not expecting easy answers. Rather you’re discovering that those answers come 
through a long process of wrestling. 

 

This morning I want to talk about two wrestlers: first Jacob; and then Bruce Cockburn, a 
contemporary musician. Let’s start with Jacob. Today’s Genesis reading tells how Jacob became Israel, 
wrestler with man and with God. Jacob’s life was defined by his competitive wrestling with his older 
brother Esau. Born clutching at his brother’s heel, as a young and calculating man Jacob wrestled the 
blessing off Esau that rightly belonged to his older brother. And in so doing, became the object of his 
brother’s hatred. Jacob lives most of the rest of his life fearful that his brother will kill him, and will 
destroy all that’s good in his life. That fear culminates in today’s incident in the story. 

 

Jacob has lived his life in the knowledge that he’s mercilessly extorted his brother’s birthright from 
him, and brazenly tricked their father Isaac into bestowing on him the blessing that rightly 
belonged to Esau. These are the dark shadows that’ve hung over the two brothers’ lives for so long.  
And we now find Jacob ripe in years, having been richly blessed. He has two wives. The first, Leah, 
became his wife through the trickery of her father Laban, giving Jacob a taste of his own medicine.  
The second, her sister Rachel, is his true love: he slaved 14 years to earn her hand in marriage. And 
now he also has a quiver full of sons, some by his first wife, some by his second wife’s servant, then 
some by his first wife’s serving woman, and finally two sons by his beloved Rachel. So perhaps we 
should say he’s got four wives. It’s all a bit rock-and-roll. And to add to the successful rock-star 
image, he’s also accumulated much property, in the shape of many slaves and much livestock. And 
all this beneath the envious gaze of his brothers’-in-law, who feel that they’ve been cheated by 
Jacob, much as he cheated his brother. 

 

Now, in his advancing years, having prospered and become abundantly successful in worldly terms, 
Jacob hears God calling him to return to the land of his birth. Which means having to face his 
brother Esau again.  His brother, whom he’s avoided for so long. And, although he responds to 
God’s call, it seems Jacob cannot change the habits of a lifetime. So his return to meet his brother is 
carefully orchestrated for maximum effect – “See how God has blessed me and how successful I’ve 
become!” And, even if there’s little sign of real remorse, it’s carefully calculated to convey a show of 
humility and penance – “See how sorry I am for what I did!” – that’s designed to secure his 
brother’s mercy. For there’s a deep anguish gnawing away at Jacob’s core, a fear that his brother 
will wreak his revenge, and destroy them all, “the mothers with the children,” and will finally 
obliterate him also. 

 

Brave man that he is, Jacob sends all his women and children, along with all his possessions, ahead 
of him, to face his brother first.  And so he’s left alone, emotionally and psychologically naked. 
Then, in the darkness of that night, he discovers that before he can meet his brother he must meet – 
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well, another opponent. A man? An angel? His brother in disguise? His shadow self? It’s not clear.  
The figure reveals neither his name, nor his identity. And Jacob doesn’t just meet him, but finds 
himself wrestling him. And wrestling all the night long. Bruce Cockburn expresses something of 
Jacob’s predicament when he sings: “Sometimes you feel like you’ve lived too long / Days drip 
slowly on the page / You catch yourself , Pacing the Cage – Pacing the Cage.”2 Jacob has been 
pacing the cage his entire life. And now, late on in his life, the pacing quickens, and the cage 
tightens its grip. 

 

Finally at daybreak, having wrestled themselves into a points-draw, his opponent plays dirty, and 
somehow cripples Jacob, dislocating his hip. Jacob, who seems to have borne an emotional wound 
that’s driven him all his life, is now wounded physically. Not fatally, but forced to visibly bear a 
crippling wound. He limps off on his way, with the sun rising upon him. And pondering: “Who was 
that I’ve been wrestling all night long?” 

 

Let’s turn now to Bruce Cockburn, a musician and singer-songwriter, now in his 70s. Cockburn has 
been favourably compared with his fellow Canadian, Leonard Cohen, and with his better-known 
contemporary, Bob Dylan. As Cockburn’s recent memoir, Rumours of Glory, vividly illustrates, he’s 
done much wrestling over the course of his life. Not the Big Daddy and Giant Haystacks kind of 
wrestling. (Some of us will remember them as the archetypal feuding wrestlers of the 1970s.) 
Rather, the deep soul-searching of a modern-day Jacob. 

 

If Jacob’s life is defined by his competitive wrestling with his older brother then Cockburn’s life has 
been defined by his attraction to women. His struggles with such attraction emerged as a young 
man, following his marriage to his first wife, Kitty. One day Cockburn found himself overwhelmed 
with desire for a Swedish woman helping him and his wife with some holiday purchases.  Cockburn 
recounts, “I started to sweat, and my face flushed crimson.”3 Afterwards, he says he was “confused 
and ashamed at how out of control my desire had been.” And he recognised that he desperately 
needed help, and for his marriage to be rescued somehow. Back in his hotel room he prayed – 
fervently, like a child and without reserve. And that’s when he found his heart opened up, and that 
he was overwhelmed with the sense of Christ’s presence. From that moment, he called himself a 
Christian. He then documented his Christian epiphany in his most beautifully crafted song, ‘All the 
Diamonds’, which we’ll hear as our anthem later this morning. 

 

But sadly for Cockburn, his Christian conversion didn’t save his marriage, and he later left Kitty and 
their young daughter. And he kept hunting for the love of the women that he was attracted to. So he 
embarked on what became a series of partnerships, including a relationship with another man’s wife. 
Around the time of his 50th birthday, he wrote: “Sunset is an angel weeping / Holding out a bloody 
sword / No matter how I squint I cannot / Make out what it’s pointing toward / Sometimes you feel 
like you’ve lived too long / Days drip slowly on the page / You catch yourself , Pacing the Cage – Pacing 
the Cage.”4 When his then partner, Sue, first heard this song, she knew Cockburn was unhappy. She 
also discerned, rightly, that their relationship was doomed; for his compulsions led Cockburn away 
from her. Only following the birth of a second daughter from a second marriage, at the grand age of 
66, does it seem that Cockburn, finally, has found stability in his intimate relationships. 

 

Bruce Cockburn’s wrestling has not been restricted to his relations with women. For this is a man 
who’s resolutely sought to engage with what’s happening in our world. A visit to Central America in 
1983, to witness at first hand the refugee camps of Nicaragua and El Salvador, set him on the road.  
Part of his response is captured in his song ‘If I Had a Rocket Launcher.’ It begins: “Here comes the 
helicopter – second time today / Everybody scatters and hopes it goes away / How many kids 
they’ve murdered only God can say / If I had a rocket launcher … I’d make somebody pay.”5 This is 
the voice of an angry man, railing at the injustices of war. It’s a song that could as well be sung 
today, after visiting a refugee camp sheltering Syrians who’ve fled Aleppo. 
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And Cockburn hasn’t been frightened to wrestle with the powerful structures of our age. Just after 
turning 40, Cockburn took on the International Monetary Fund, singing: “IMF dirty MF / Takes 
away everything it can get / Always making certain that there’s one thing left / Keep them on the 
hook with insupportable debt.”6 Not the lyrics of your average chart-topper. They’re the words of 
one who’s used his public profile to advocate for the indigenous peoples of North America; and to 
speak up for the oppressed in the developing, Two Thirds world; and who, out of this work, threw 
himself into the campaign to ban the use of landmines. Cockburn has sought to wrestle the very 
evident injustices of our world.  For, as he puts it in song: “Nothing worth having comes without 
some kind of fight / Got to kick at the darkness – until it bleeds daylight.”7 Cockburn’s done his fair 
share of kicking at the darkness. And it’s bled daylight through his extraordinary lyrics and music.  

 

Which brings us back to Jacob, with the daylight bursting upon him as he limps off to meet his 
brother Esau. For this is when it dawns on Jacob that his encounter has been with none other than 
God.  Jacob becomes convinced that he’s seen the Holy One, face-to-face. And yet his life has been 
spared. So perhaps now, after all, he can face wrestling his brother Esau, and now without fear.  

 

Further, Jacob can also face Esau in the knowledge that God too is a wrestler; knowing that in his 
tustle with his brother, he’s really been wrestling God; just as Cockburn, in battling his inner 
compulsions, was really wrestling with God. 

 

And what Jacob also discovered is that while we might be expecting to meet a giant-sized Great 
Wrestler, a true Big Daddy, the ultimate Giant Haystacks, what we find is that God comes to us in 
the shape of an ordinary human being, wrestling along with us. 

 

So reflect on the wrestling in your life. Maybe it’s with your siblings or other close family members, 
like Jacob. Perhaps it’s with your inner human appetites, or with the deep injustices of our world, 
like Bruce Cockburn. And as you reflect, I pray that you can find that your intimate struggles – 
struggles which may well leave you limping – are redeemed through encountering the God who 
wrestles you, who blesses you, and who brings the Sun of Righteousness to shine on you.  

 

Let’s wrestle on. 
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