
Sermon Jacob / Widow-Judge Parable 

 

George Macleod famously said that Iona was a ‘thin place’ where the spiritual 

and earthly realms were but thinly separated. It is a lovely expression but can 

lead to some unrealistic expectations. Old friends of ours from Portsmouth 

recently went to Iona, got off the ferry, walked up to the Abbey and the 

bookshop, left the island an hour later stating that disappointingly they hadn’t 

noticed anything special about the atmosphere on Iona. We tentatively 

suggested that perhaps staying on the island, attending Abbey worship, 

watching the sunrise from the top of Dun I, or spending time at the old 

hermitage might help! 

What we feel in a place is often very subjective. The artist Stanley Spencer 

famously had no trouble encountering a spiritual world in his small village of 

Cookham on the Thames. There he saw the burning bush, he saw Christ 

preaching on the water, Christ carrying his cross. As far as I am aware no one 

else seemed to have spotted these events, never mind painted them.  

The stories of the Patriarchs in Genesis carry with them an important sense of 

place. God said to Abram leave your country and go to the land or the place I 

will show you.  The place names often have or are given spiritual significance. 

Abraham, for example had to take his son Isaac to Moriah to make a sacrifice 

and he called the place ‘The Lord will provide’.  

Jacob seems to have been peculiarly sensitive to the spiritual world and have 

an acute sense of place. You will remember how he cheated Esau of his 

blessing by pretending to be his twin Esau. He runs away and when he stops he 

sleeps on a stone and dreams of a stairway going from earth to heaven with 

angels ascending and descending. When he wakes up he says ‘Surely the Lord 

is in this place’ He was frightened by the fact that ‘this is none other than the 

house of God’ and renamed the place as Bethel, and set up a stone as a pillar 

as witness to his promise to tithe to God a tenth of what he had. 20 years later, 

when he was running away from his father in law Laban and preparing to meet 

Esau he set up another pillar and a heap of witness also offering sacrifices. 

After that he saw angels and called that place ‘the camp of God’ Mahanaim. 

Then he reaches the river Jabbok a tributary of the Jordan and as we read he 

sends on his family, servants and animals over the river and then he meets 



another angel and famously wrestles all night. He called that place Peniel 

which means the face of God.   

So when something significant happened to Jacob the place where it happened 

seems to be significant to him and he often sought to mark it with a heap or a 

pillar, and often renamed the place with name that corresponds to the events 

that happened there. What you may not realise is that Mahanaim, Peniel and 

Bethel are all less than 20 miles away from each other. Perhaps he was also in 

a ‘thin place’.  (3 minutes 45 sec).  

The Patriarchs were of course immigrants from Haran, from Mesopotamia. 

They became wealthy with large flocks, but they did not own land. When 

Sarah, Abrahams wife dies he has nowhere to bury her and has to go through 

quite a complicated process described in Gen 23 where he buys the cave at 

Machpelah. Not having their own land meant that there were inevitable 

conflicts over grazing and over wells and water. Their servants might dig a well, 

but they didn’t own the land. They were not keen to integrate and inter-marry 

either. Isaac was provided with Rebekah from the homeland, from the clan, 

and Jacob also took wives from his own extended family. Esau was 

disapproved of for taking local Canaanite wives.  

This later feeds into the Law of Moses where they were reminded that they 

were once slaves in Egypt, but were also the descendants the Abraham who 

was an immigrants and stranger in the land. They should therefore be careful 

not to mistreat slaves or strangers, having been precisely that themselves.  

So, we come to the marvellous but strange story of Jacob wrestling with the 

angel. There is something exhilarating and moving to hear about a man, a 

flawed, cheating, worried man, looking into the face of God and wrestling for 

the hours of the night. To most of us God often seems somewhat remote. 

‘Immortal, invisible God only wise, in light inaccessible hid from our eyes’. And 

yet here Jacob doesn’t just see the angel but he gets hold of him feeling the 

strength his muscles and his shoulders, feeling the grip of his hands, hearing 

his breathing, feeling, perhaps smelling his breath. Looking into his eyes. There 

is a monumental sculpture of Jacob wrestling with the angel by Jacob Epstein. 

Both Jacob and the angel are big muscular figures and they are absolutely nose 

to nose. It’s a wonderful piece.  

After he wrestles with the angel and calls the place Peniel, the face of God he 

goes on to meet Esau. He finally shows courage. He goes ahead of his wives 



and children and goes ahead to meet Esau. They embrace each other and 

weep. And then Jacob who had just looked into the face of the angel all night 

says to Esau, ‘For to see your face is like seeing the face of God, now you have 

received me favourably’.  We may not see the face of the angel nose to nose, 

but perhaps we can sometimes see the face of Christ in our brothers and 

sisters, if they receive us favourably, flawed as we may be.  

It has made me think a little about how I interact with God when I have crisis. I 

might ask for help but I don’t usually have the courage to be a Jacob and 

wrestle, I don’t have guts to be Job and rail against God for the mishaps that 

have befallen us. I’m more of a spiritual sulker, I’m sorry to say. Not an 

attractive characteristic.  I feel that God would probably like me to be more of 

wrestler, more of a complainer, more courageous and up front.  

In the parable from Luke 18, which we read, we have the widow and the judge. 

And perhaps this also teaches the merits of being direct. The widow doesn’t 

ask for justice she asks for revenge. We are not told if her complaint is justified, 

we are just told that she wants retribution. The Judge is worried by the widow. 

The NIV is rather bland saying perhaps she will wear me out. The Greek term 

however is a boxing term. The Jewish Theologian Amy-Jill Levine insists that 

the widow is threatening to give the judge a punch in the face or a black eye.  

It’s a very different picture from the meek wimpering widow that you might 

have imagined.  

The Bible gives a mixed picture when it comes to widows. On the one hand 

they are seen as vulnerable and afforded special protection in the law of 

Moses. Luke tells us about Anna. We are not told what she said just that she 

spent night and day in the temple, like a good widow.  On the other hand there 

is a great tradition of feisty widows who sorted out their own problems. The 

first widow mentioned in the Bible Tamar dresses up as a prostitute to force 

her father in law Judah to remarry her as he should have done. We have Naomi 

sending off Ruth to visit Boaz in the night, to uncover his feet.  We have Abigail 

sorting out protection money for David when her husband Nabal’s foolishness 

had almost lead to their mass slaughter. We have the widow of Zarapheth 

berating Elijah when her son dies. We have Judith beheading the Assyrian 

general Holofernes after she got him drunk.  

These widows were not shrinking violets, praying in the temple all day.  They 

were women of action, women of agency who played their role in the 

purposes of God. They were much more wrestling Jacob than sulking Simon.  



So, we will come in a few minutes to a time where we are all invited to come 

close to God, where we come to receive and experience communion. It can 

feel uncomfortable, it can feel liberating. I am reminded of a favourite verse in 

1 john where he invites us to engage not with something remote but with that 

which we have heard, which we have seen with our eyes, which we have 

looked at and our hands have touched. We will each take the sacrament which 

becomes for us the body and blood of Christ. God may be invisible most of the 

time, but he invites to dwell with him, and him in us, flawed as we all are.  

 

Amen 

  

 

 

 

 


