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LESSON  4
JACOB  MEETS  ANGELS 
WHERE YOU’LL FIND TODAY’S STORY IN THE BIBLE:
We recommend the New Revised Standard Version Bible.
Genesis 28:10-22 ( Jacob’s vision at Bethel)
Genesis 32:1-22 ( Jacob prepares to meet Esau)
Genesis 32:23-33 ( Jacob struggles with God)
Genesis 33:1-20 ( Jacob meets Esau)
SUMMARY OF TODAY’S STORY
As Jacob is fleeing from his brother Esau, he stops to rest. While sleeping, he has a dream of a ladder or stairway leading to heaven, with angels ascending and descending. Awestruck, he awakes and builds an altar to commemorate the vision and to acknowledge the holiness of the place where God was.
Years later, with his wives Leah and Rachel, Jacob starts to return home. On his way, he meets a stranger with whom he wrestles until he receives a blessing.
When he finally meets Esau after many years apart, Jacob is astounded to find that Esau bears no bad feelings for him, and they greet each other with great affection.
KEY CONCEPTS	
· Rite of reconciliation
· Penitence
· [image: A black and white logo
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WEAVING OUR STORY WITH THE BIBLICAL STORY
Jacob is now a wanderer, and also a guilty, burdened and remorseful wanderer. He does not deserve a vision of God, but he needs it. And all his life in his groping and unworthy way, he has desired it. The reason that he wanted his brother’s birthright was because he had at least an instinct for spiritual realities and the spiritual life. The birthright meant not inheritance of money but the headship of the family in its covenant with God. Jacob could not be content with the things of the flesh, as Esau was. He knows that there is a higher righteousness to which he is accountable.
So in his very vulnerable place, Jacob becomes ready and open to the presence of God—which he experiences in his dream and in a person-to-person encounter.
Sometimes it is only when we have reached the bottom that we are ready and open to sense the presence of God. When we are vulnerable, when we acknowledge our own helplessness and our lack of control over our own lives and our need for guidance, then we can admit our dependence on God and be ready to receive God’s protection.
But openness does not need to come only from desolation. Sometimes perhaps, when we are in bed and the cares of the day have left us and our minds are free, then we may have an openness that allows the Spirit of God to visit us. And because we have no distractions or diversions, because we are no longer trying to control our time, we can sense that Spirit and receive it.
We can also cultivate this openness to the presence of God. If the will of God is sometimes on our front burner but always at least on our back burner, then we can always be ready to encounter and receive God.
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THE EPISCOPAL THREAD	

As much as we try, we will never be perfect. Sometimes, like Jacob, we need to reach bottom before we are ready to meet God. But in the Episcopal Church, it is taken for granted that we will sin and that we always need God’s forgiveness. For this reason, the regular Sunday service, the Daily Offices (Morning Prayer, Evening Prayer, Compline) and other special services include a “General Confession.” This confession is said openly and publicly, not privately, and when we say it alongside our fellow Christians who also confess their sins, we acknowledge that we are all sinners in need of God’s guidance.
But sometimes, there is a greater need. If our sinfulness, or any particular sin, is burdening us, we may go to a priest and ask for the “Rite of Reconciliation of a Penitent,” commonly called “private confession.” Here, in absolute confidentiality, a person confesses his or her sinfulness and receives absolution and, at times, some priestly guidance and counseling and suggestions for amending one’s life. About this rite, it is said, “All can, some should, none must.” For most, the General Confession said each week suffices.
But on Ash Wednesday, the beginning of Lent, the whole Church is invited to gather in a spirit of repentance as we prepare for the penitential season of Lent. The Litany of Penitence (BCP, p. 267), which is said on Ash Wednesday in place of the General Confession, may be used at other times when the striking power of the repentant language is needed. We are always reminded, though, whenever we make our confession, that God’s grace and forgiveness are always before us, as is the promise of God’s eternal joy.
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Jacob’s own decisions have led to unpleasant consequences for him. He had to flee Esau and his home, had a fraught relationship with his new family, and returned home fearful that Esau would avenge the betrayal. But on his journeys, Jacob meets angels and is transformed, though he does not yet realize his changes in fortunes due to these encounters.
But through these meetings with the angels—with God—Jacob realizes at least that God has been with him all the way, and that God will always accompany him on any journey he takes, and that God will continue to bless him. These angels had the effect of challenging Jacob’s status quo, subtly changing the direction of his life.
All communities have angels who challenge the status quo. Some we have called prophets, who see injustice and wrong and work to push the community in the right direction, towards a just society. Prophets and challengers of the status quo are vital even in God’s Beloved Community, to constantly remind its people of God’s values and principles by which they are called to live.
· Who are some people in your life who speak up about others being wronged or harmed? Have you ever spoken up about it? Why or why not? How can it be hard to tell someone a truth they may not want to hear? How does it feel to be told you may have done something that hurt someone? How do we move forward in God’s Beloved Community after a conversation like that?
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Genesis 28:10-22 (Jacob’s vision); 32:1-22 (Jacob prepares to meet Esau);   32:23-33 (Jacob wrestles with an angel); 33:1-20 (Jacob and Esau meet)
Angels on the Move
Jacob runs as far as he can, until he is too tired to run any farther. He is far away from his family, from Esau, from his father and his mother. He is all alone, and tired, and sad. What did he just do? What should he do now? Where will he go?
Jacob finds a patch of soft ground and lies down. He covers himself with his cloak. His arms are his pillow. He is so tired that he falls asleep right away.
Then he has a dream. Or is it a dream? He sees a staircase in front of him, right in the middle of the wilderness. But this is not just any staircase. This staircase reaches all the way to the sky…and beyond. Jacob cannot see the top, but he knows that heaven is there.
And on the staircase, angels are going up and down. The sky is full of God’s angels!
Jacob sits up. Suddenly he is wide awake. The staircase is gone. Probably he wishes he could have stayed sleeping. The angels are gone, too. It is just Jacob in the middle of the wilderness. But Jacob doesn’t feel alone anymore. He is surrounded by angels. God is with him.
It Is Time to Meet Esau Again
Jacob is gone for more than 20 years. He is a lot older now, and rich.
He is married to Leah and to Rachel, and with them he has a lot of children—12 sons and many daughters. And he has a lot of servants and animals and stuff. He left home with only his clothes and a bag of food. Now he has a whole army of people with him. It is time to go home.
But Jacob is nervous. Sometimes he is afraid. He remembers what he did to Esau. What if Esau is still mad at him? Will Esau still try to kill him?
“Well, I’m ready,” Jacob says to himself. “I have a lot of people to protect me.” So when he gets close to home, he gets ready to fight Esau, just in case.
But First, Jacob Wrestles with an Angel
Jacob goes off by himself to sleep.
Suddenly he wakes up. It is still dark, and it is quiet. But standing over him is a stranger, hands on his hips. He pulls Jacob up to his feet.
Jacob wrestles with the man for a long time. The man punches Jacob in the hip and puts his hip out of joint. It hurts, but Jacob still wrestles. The man will not win this fight.
When the sky begins to get light, the man suddenly says, “Let me go! I need to leave.”
“No,” says Jacob. “You started it. Now I will not let you go until you bless me.” The man says, “What is your name?”
“Jacob.”
The man says, “You will not be Jacob anymore. “Jacob” means “heel,” and you were named that because you grabbed Esau’s heel when you were born. But that name does not fit you now. It does not fit what God intends for you and your family. So now you will be called Israel. That is a special name. It means that you have struggled with God and God has blessed you.” And then the man—the angel—blesses Jacob.
So Jacob gets his second blessing, this time from God.
What Happens when Jacob Sees Esau Again?
The time has come. Jacob looks up and sees Esau coming from far away.
Behind Esau are 400 men—an army!
Jacob is still afraid of what Esau might do. He gathers his wives and his children and makes sure they stay together. Then he himself goes ahead of them, walking slowly toward his brother Esau. He is ready for a fight.
But Esau runs ahead of his army, runs up to Jacob and gives him a big hug. Then he wraps his arm around Jacob and kisses him. He is crying. Jacob starts to cry, too, as they hug each other for the first time in many years.
Then Esau sees all the women and children behind Jacob. “Who are these people with you?” he asks.
“This is my family, the children that God has graciously given to me,” says Jacob. He introduces his wives and children, and his servants with their children. But there are hundreds of other men and women standing behind them. Esau is confused.
“Why are all these other people here, besides your family?” he asks.
Jacob says, “I wanted to make peace with you by giving you some of my property as a gift—my servants and my stuff—so you might not be mad at me anymore.”
Esau smiles. “Ah, so that’s it. You remember the old days. But it’s been a long time, my brother. I have enough. Keep what you have for yourself.”
Jacob is floored. Esau has forgiven him! The face of God is in Esau’s face of forgiveness and love! So Jacob says to Esau, “No, please, take these things. Seeing your face is like seeing the face of God, because like God you have greeted me with love.” So Esau takes the gifts that Jacob gives to him
Then Esau says, “Let’s walk along together and we can talk.”
But maybe Jacob still does not trust Esau. He says, “My children and my flocks are tired. You go on ahead, and we will talk some other day.” And then Jacob goes another way and builds a house that is not near Esau’s.
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