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Genesis 32:22-31, Psalm 121, 2 Timothy 3:14-4:5, Luke 18:1-8 

he story we read this morning from the Book of Genesis has got it 

all: weirdness, strange unexplained details and a midnight wrestling 

match. But the really amazing thing about this story is that it’s not 

just a story about what happened to one man a long, long time ago. It’s 

actually the story of a nation and how it found its identity. It’s the story 

about how the people of Israel got their name. And their name tells you a 

whole lot about who they are as a people, and especially how they relate to 

their God. 

You’ve got to pay attention to stories like that. They tell you a whole lot 

more about the true nature of a people than all of the laws, rules and policies 

that get written down and are given much more attention. A good story, 

especially a founding story like this one in Genesis, can sometimes tell you 

everything. 

And, to show you what I mean, I got somebody else to tell you that kind 

of story about this congregation. Jack Krueger is a long-time member and 

sustaining elder of St. Andrews Hespeler Presbyterian Church. His current 

state of health means is unable to join us here, but he is no less a part of this 

congregation today than he ever was. And if you know Jack, and a lot of 

people around Hespeler know Jack, you know that he’s a storyteller. Over 

the years he’s told me many stories about this congregation. Some of them, I 

wouldn’t repeat here, and he wouldn’t want me to. But some of them have 

really taught me a lot about this congregation and so the other week I got 

him to tell one of them for you. I’m going to share his story with you now. 

There are a couple of things you need to know to properly understand 

Jack’s story. First of all, you need to know that when this sanctuary was 

built over a century ago, it had a particular high church design, especially up 

here in the chancel area. The choir pews did not face the congregation as 

they do now, but rather faced each other with rows of pews in front of the 

organ pipes on each side. And that space, on the far side of the choir, the 

space that we don’t really use anymore and that you may have wondered 

why it was even there, that was where the communion table sat. That was 

how the sanctuary was designed and how it remained until the time when 

Jack’s story begins. 

In addition, you need to 

know a few of the characters 

that Jack mentions in his 

story. When he says Wallace, 

he is talking about the man 

that most knew as the Rev. 

Wally Little, long-time 

minister of this congregation. 
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The Jack that he refers to is Jack Wehner, who was music director for many 

years. And when he mentions “the Mill,” he’s talking about a group of 

people associated with one of the biggest employers in the town – 

prosperous people who were big financial supporters of the congregation for 

many years, and who clearly had some strong ideas about what could be 

changed in the sanctuary and what could most certainly not. Here is Jack’s 

story: 

 

(See the minister’s blog on standrewshespeler.ca to watch the video of 

Jack telling his story) 

 

The Bible says that the identity of the Israelites was born in a midnight 

wrestling match. Jacob is about as close as we get to the literal father of the 

nation of Israel – the actual father of twelve men who will, in their turn, 

found the twelve tribes that will make up the entire nation. And in this story 

he gets a new name, the name that the nation will bear: Israel. 

And if we all spoke Hebrew, the original language of the text, we would 

immediately understand the meaning of the name because, in Hebrew, the 

name sounds like God-wrestler, the one who fights with God. That makes 

perfect sense in the story, of course, what better nickname could you give to 

someone who just spent the entire night grappling with a divine being? But 

this story is not just about who Jacob is, it is also about who his descendants 

will be. They will be a people who will be defined by their struggle with 

God and the midnight wrestling match foreshadows many of the ways in 

which the nation will struggle with their God throughout their history. 

For example, one of the reasons why Jacob is fighting with God is in 

order to know who he is. “Please tell me your name,” Jacob pleads, though 

God doesn’t answer. This represents the oldest human struggle of all, the 

struggle to come to terms with who God is. And it is indeed something that 

we still struggle with today and that we will never fully resolve. 

Even more important, Jacob struggles with God for a blessing. “I will 

not let you go, unless you bless me,” he declares. Jacob is not seeking this 

blessing merely for himself but for his descendants who are about to meet 

with Esau, Jacob’s brother, who has vowed to destroy them all. This 

struggle for a blessing for our descendants is one of the key aspects of the 

ongoing human struggle with God. 

Jacob’s wrestling match with God is an indication that human-divine 

relationships are not easy. They are a struggle and they sometimes leave 

deep marks on us, just as Jacob is left with a limp because of his wounded 

hip. But the blessing that Jacob receives is an indication that the struggle is 

nevertheless worthwhile. So, you see, these kind of foundation stories really 

do tell us a lot about the identity of a people and how they operate. 



Which brings me to Jack’s story about this congregation. I think that is a 

great founding story for us as a people. Even though many here did not live 

through that story, I believe that it continues to help define who we are as a 

congregation. And I’m sure you noticed that Jack told it as the story of a 

fight. To use his own words, he saw himself as wielding a knife and flaying 

his enemies alive! Now, granted, Jack was a butcher so I guess that’s a kind 

of imagery that comes to him naturally. He obviously didn’t mean to 

literally describe a knife fight. But he was definitely talking about a kind of 

conflict where everyone picked sides and there were clear winners and clear 

losers. And I see in that a pretty good model for how this congregation tends 

to deal with change. 

The change they were struggling with in Jack’s story, basically the 

movement of the communion table closer to the people of the church, was 

an inevitable one. There was a time when the old high church setup really 

worked for people, maybe conveyed a certain seriousness, but that time was 

passing when Jack’s story began. Change was needed to keep the church 

relevant in a changing world. The only issue was how was the church going 

to deal with that change. And, apparently, they did it by choosing sides and 

having a knife fight if I understood correctly. 

I think that that story is as much a part of our identity as a congregation 

as the story of Jacob is about the identity of the people of Israel. They were 

a people who dealt with change by struggling with God, we are a people 

who struggle with each other. I’m not saying that we constantly fight with 

each other. We actually get along great and work well together most of the 

time. It’s just that when we have to process serious change, we tend to do it 

by fighting it out. We don’t do that because we like it or because we don’t 

like each other. We just do it because we don’t know any other way to deal 

with change. 

We don’t plan it, different people take different roles and play different 

parts at different times in the conflict, it just kind of happens. It’s part of 

who we are. And yes, that way of handling change has brought us some 

blessings, just like Jacob’s battle brought a blessing. But it has also 

sometimes left us wounded and limping. So, yes, pay attention to the stories 

that we tell; they are an essential part of who we are. It may surprise you to 

learn, however, that that is not the only way that churches can deal with 

change. There actually are other ways! 

Jesus was a storyteller too, as you know. And perhaps one of his stories 

could help us think a bit more creatively about dealing with change. He told 

a story about a widow who got into a fight with a judge. She wanted 

something from him, some justice, and he didn’t want to give it to her so she 

had to fight him. And the battle between the two might be more violent than 

it seems when you first read this. The usual interpretation of this story is that 

the widow just wears the judge down with her persistence and insistence 



until the judge says, “I will grant her justice, so that she may not wear 

me out by continually coming.” What you need to know is that the judge’s 

words can also be translated as “I will grant her justice, so that she doesn’t 

end up slapping me in the face!” So that widow might have been a bit 

scrappier than you’ve been led to believe! 

Jesus seems to have told this story to illustrate how people related to 

God in prayer and in other ways and the underlying assumption seems to be 

that you have to fight with God to get anything from him. It’s just like the 

Jacob story – Jacob had to fight with God to get a blessing, the widow has to 

fight with God to get justice. Jesus is saying that that’s how we think it 

works. But then he goes on to say that God actually isn’t like the judge at 

all. In other words, we may assume that we need to fight with God to get the 

blessing but God would rather just give it. Maybe Jacob’s wrestling match 

and Israel’s ongoing struggle with God is not about who God actually is, but 

is rather caused by our failure to understand God at all. 

Which leads me to wonder, have we in this congregation learned to deal 

with change by picking sides and fighting it out until somebody wins and 

somebody loses because we too have failed to understand the true nature of 

God? The idea that, in order for one person to win, somebody else has to 

lose, is actually based on a fundamental misunderstanding of the nature of 

the church and of God. It is a way of behaving that humans have always 

adopted when resources are scarce. But we do not have a God of scarcity; 

we have a God of abundance. Change is inevitable as we move forward, my 

hope and prayer is that we deal with it in the best ways possible. There 

really is no need for there to be winners and losers. The more we know God, 

the more we can create a church where everyone is heard, everyone’s 

respected and we actually all win together. 


