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Jacob at Peniel: Wrestling with Ambiguity
Text and translation:

The narrative of Jacob at Jabbok or Jacob at Peniel (Gen. 32:22-32) is full of important textual aspects. The multiple instances of assonance and name plays are expertly crafted and should not be discarded as coincidence or irrelevant. An example of this is the distinct similarity and that assonance between Jacob, Jabbok, and the Hebrew word for “wrestle”. The Hebrew word used here for ‘wrestle’ is extremely rare; occurring only this once in the Old Testament and it seems to be related to dust (as in rolling in the dust while wrestling). Again this assonance is seen in the “face” motif (cf. 32.20, 30; 33:10) when Jacob names the place Peniel/Penuel which is similar to the Hebrew word for “face”
. 
In addition, it is important to recognize the one major discrepancy in the English translations of Genesis 32:22-33. This is found in verse twenty-eight where the unknown assailant of Jacob describes the name ‘Israel’. In the NRSV the verse reads:
Then the man said, ‘You shall no longer be called Jacob, but Israel, for you have striven with God and with humans, and have prevailed.’

But the King James Version reads:

And he said, Thy name shall be called no more Jacob, but Israel: for as a prince hast thou power with God and with men, and hast prevailed.

The discrepancy in this verse is due to a disagreement the meaning of the Hebrew root srh. The NRSV translation reflects the first definition of this root which means “to persist”. The King James translation used the second definition which translates as “to rule or have power over as a prince”
. While this exegesis will refer to the NRSV text because of its use of modern English in its verbal equivalence, this by no means discounts the King James translation. As mentioned above, this discrepancy in translation illuminates one of the many ambiguities inherent in this text and therefore will be addressed below in more detail.
Authorship:

There is a great deal of scholarly debate on the authorship of this particular narrative. The textual discrepancies mentioned above are part of the reason for this, but they are only a portion of the entire ambiguity that enshrouds this text. It is clear that this text has been formed and reformed by many generations of people before it reached its current form, the question is who these redacters were and what did they contribute this text. One should heed the wise words of von Rad and “be preserved from false expectations of a hasty search for “the” meaning of this story.
” 


It would appear that there are several discernable “strains” which can be found within this text. The text seems to be originally based upon an ancient folk tale whereby a hero must fight a god or demon that guards the border of a land before entering or taking the land. Gunkel has recorded a number of sagas in which a hero is attacked by a god and upon defeating his adversary extorts some of his opponent’s power
. This theme is evident in the fact that Jacob is attacked at the border of a land which he is ordered to possess (vs. 31:3, 13), Jacob is given a blessing by the assailant when he refuses to let his opponent go (vs. 28), and the assailant is clearly concerned about the raising sun which is typical of the spirits in the sagas who are bound to the night(vs. 26)
. Jacob’s limp also support the idea that this was based upon an early saga, since one can find evidence of limping in other ancient narratives (such as Oedipus and Ulysses)
Despite these characteristics, there are some discontinuities with the folk legend that must be notes as well. Terence Fretheim rejects the notion that this narrative is based on a folk saga for several reasons. First he argues that the importance of Israel is too central to this text for it to be a generic folk saga and he argues that nowhere in ancient sagas are the mission sender (cf. 28:13-15; 31:3,13; 32:24,30) and the attacker (who attempts to foil this mission) the same
. It would seem that if the narrative’s author did not necessarily base this episode on an ancient folk saga, he or she was at least influenced by them.


Even if this text were partially based on a folk saga, the objections that Fretheim raised clearly indicate that (as mentioned above) this is not its final form. Fretheim, Brueggemann, and von Rad argue that the final version of this narrative was composed by the Yahwist. They note the Yahwistic theme of blessing that permeates this narrative (vs. 26-30). It is also important to note the use of assonance and name plays (as mentioned above) is characteristic of the Yahwist writer. One sees this in the Yahwist account of the creation when Yahweh creates adam out of adamah (Gen 2:7) and ishshah from ish (Gen. 2:23). Again this is seen in the Tower of Babel narrative in that the name of the tower, babel, is similar to God’s judgment of confusion or balal (Gen. 11:9)
. 
However, one must note that in this narrative God is not referred to as Yahweh (or LORD) but as elohim (vs. 28). This seems to suggest the presence of the Elohist. This theory may be supported by the fact that Bethel and Peniel were located within what was the Northern kingdom of Israel. Therefore this narrative may have been a folk saga which was then taken and adapted to fit into the Jacob narrative by the Elohist. Then was carried south after the fall of Israel in 722 CE and heavily redacted/absorbed by the Yahwist.


While this does seems to be plausible considering the characteristics, there is yet another variation to this theory of authorship. Louis T Brodie asserts that one can find evidence of a post-exilic redactor n this narrative when this narrative is compared to Jeremiah 30:1-13. When one compares the two texts, he or she cannot help but note the similarities. There is a bringing of people into the land (Jer. 30:1-3; Gen 32:22-23), an impossible event (Jer. 30:4-6-man having birth pains; Gen. 32:24-25-the ‘man’ could not prevail, but then cripples Jacob), day of salvation/blessing (Jer. 30:7-great day when Jacob is promised salvation; Gen 32:26-day comes and Jacob demands a blessing), role reversal (Jer. 30:8-9-Jacob will not be in servitude, but serves the Lord; Gen. 32:27-28- Jacob is no longer the trickster ‘Jacob’ but the one who struggled with God ‘Israel’), new role is acknowledged (Jer. 30:10a-Jacob is fearless servant of God; Gen. 32:29- Jacob fearlessly asks God’s name), peace and salvation (Jer. 30:10b-11a; Gen 32:30), and wounding (Jer. 30:12-13-unhealing wound; Gen. 32:31-Jacob’s limp)
. This remarkable parallel cannot be discarded as mere coincidence, so the question must be asked: Who influenced who? Did Jeremiah’s author influence the author of Genesis or vice versa? It would seem that the author of Genesis seems to rely on the prophetic traditions. Repeatedly Jeremiah refers to Jacob as being the people of Israel (Jer. 2:4; 10:25; 30:7, 10, 18; 31:7, 11; 46:27,28) and also to God as being “the portion of Jacob” (Jer. 10:16; 51:19). Brodie notes that while Jeremiah draws on the past experiences of Israel such as the wilderness, Egypt, Micah, and Shiloh, he “does not appeal openly to the developed Jacob tradition”
. If one looks to other prophetic literature, he or she will find that Hosea gives a skeletal outline of this narrative (Hos. 12:3-4).

Therefore, perhaps the Genesis account at Peniel is the folk saga combined with pieces of Jacob tradition (as seen in Hosea) and Jeremiah’s Book of Comfort (30:1-13)
. If one acknowledges the current controversy over Yahweh, then the above two theories may be complimentary. At this point it is important to keep all of these possibilities in mind when reviewing the text and thus examine the text for how it might have been reviewed by the 10th century Yahwist and since “one cannot overemphasize the influence of the exile
” the hypothetical post-exilic 5th century Yahwist.
Commentary:


The Jacob at Jabbok narrative is logically divided into several sections due to their content and theological importance. These are as follows: 

1. Prologue (vs. 22-24a)

2. Wrestling (vs. 24b-25)

3. Dialogue (vs. 26-29)

4. Response (vs. 30)

5. Epilogue (vs. 31-32)
Prologue:

22The same night he got up and took his two wives, his two maids, and his eleven children, and crossed the ford of the Jabbok. 23He took them and sent them across the stream, and likewise everything that he had. 24 Jacob was left alone;

The prologue opens by providing the setting and context for the event which is about to take place. The first item of note is the time. The river Jabbok cuts an enormous gorge at the site of Peniel; therefore it seems strange that Jacob would choose the nighttime to make this perilous crossing. It seems as if this crossing is not to be taken literally but symbolically. Crossing water is symbolic of a transformative or transitive action. To the reader it would immediately bring to mind images of Moses crossing the Sea of Reeds (Exodus 14:15-25) and Joshua crossing the Jordan into the promise land (Joshua 3:7-17) and like Moses and Joshua, Jacob is entering the land promised to him by God who commanded him to go there. In a discussion of the river it is important to note the similarity between the words “wrestled”, “Jacob”, and “Jabbok”. The assonance of these three words (in the Hebrew) seems to provide a foretaste of what is to come by alluding that Jabbok is the river where Jacob struggled. The naming of the river also legitimizes the story by setting it in a verifiable place. Thus the story serves an etymological function by explaining the presence of Peniel next to the Jabbok, which is mentioned in both Judges (8:8, 9, 17) and 1 Kings (12:25). If one looks at this from an exilic context it would seem possible that the author set this story in the perilous mid-crossing of a dark gorge in order to symbolize a large future obstacle that must be undertaken such as the return of the exiles to Palestine
.
There seems to be a contradiction between verses 22 and 23. In 22 Jacob got up, took his family, and “crossed the ford of the Jabbok”, but then in verse 23 Jacob takes his family (again) and “sent them across the stream”. As a blatant repetition, this may be evidence of a redaction and therefore has caused some scholars to believe that there was in fact an earlier, Elohist, version of the narrative
. Either way the reader is left “uncertain of how Jacob came to be left alone, and where and why.”, but perhaps it is the intent of the author to create a mood of uncertainty. E.A. Speiser agrees with this urging the reader to “not to try to spell out details that the author himself glimpsed as if through a haze.
” Even if this is the case the reader can be sure that “the important part is that [Jacob] was alone
.”
Wrestling:

24band a man wrestled with him until daybreak. 25When the man saw that he did not prevail against Jacob, he struck him on the hip socket; and Jacob’s hip was put out of joint as he wrestled with him.


This section must be broken up into two subsets: 1) the unknown man-24b; 2) the wrestling match and injury.


One of the most examined parts of this text is an attempt to define who or what the man (ish) is. It can be deduced that Jacob (and the author/narrator) does not know who is attacking because it is night. This seems to carry on the above theme of uncertainty and “transports us to Jacob’s situation, who perceives nothing but a male antagonist closing in on him”
. Neither the reader, nor Jacob, nor the narrator knows who the ish is. Some theologians have asserted that the ish was the guardian angel of Esau and others have postulated that it was Esau himself
. This seems unlikely because the word found here is ish, not malach which would communicate a supernatural being such as a spirit or angel, and there in never any mention of any sort of ‘protective spirit’ that watches over Esau. In addition, if the assailant were Esau himself then: 1) why would be come alone? 2)  Why is there never any mention of the struggle between Esau and Jacob when they meet later (Gen. 33)? This theory seems to be the result of a difficulty comprehending either the dualistic nature of Jacob or that Jacob would fight with Yahweh
.

There has been a great deal of research, especially in the last century, on interpreting ish as the “dark side” of Jacob. This postulates that Jacob is in the midst of a dream in which he is having an internal struggle with himself in which the trickster or “heel-grabber” wrestles with Israel. This view has been supported by the application of psychoanalysis to the narrative. Esther Spitzer argues that Jacob must reconcile himself to himself before he can reconcile himself with Esau. She explains that Jacob cannot be the bearer of blessing until he is whole. She quotes renowned archetype psychologist Karl Jung who said, “Transformation, or real change of character, can only take place in a person only when, through suffering, he engages in an active struggle with the Shadow, the dark side of himself.
” This would explain why the assailant could not prevail against Jacob (because they are the same) and the wound
. This theory assumes several things. First it assumes that Jacob is dreaming like he did at Bethel (vs. 28:10-15). The first Bethel narrative clearly states that Jacob “lay down…And he dreamed” (Gen 28:11b-12a), but there is no mention of sleep or dreaming in the Peniel narrative where Jacob is only described as being alone. The emphasis on the physicality throughout the narrative (wrestling, holding the ish, seeing the face of God, limp) suggests the opposite: that this was in fact happening and not a dream
. The inner struggle theory also assumes that Jacob: 1) had a dark side to confront and 2) actually changed after this encounter. Bother of these assumptions will be addressed later.

Most scholars (Brueggemann, von Rad, Fretheim, Speiser) agree that Jacob was in fact wrestling with God. While it may seem strange that God is referred to as ish, one should note that God is referred to as ish other times throughout the scriptures (Gen. 16:7, 18:1-8). It is important to note a difference from Hosea, which labels Jacob’s aggressor as malach. Brueggemann points out that such an encounter with God before the encounter with Esau (Gen. 33) would be continuous with the brotherly juxtaposition that was seen in the Cain and Abel narrative (Gen. 4:1-16). However, if the assailant if God then what does that mean about God and about Jacob? Brueggemann reveals the question on our lips, “What kind of a God is countered by a man? And what kind of a man counters God?”
 In light of Jacob’s revelation in verse 28, it seems most likely that his assailant is indeed God, but it should be noted that Jacob identifies God as elohim and not Yahweh. It also seems clear that the man is God, for Jacob asks for a blessing from the ish which would only make sense if the assailant is God because he already has Esau’s blessing and he cannot demand a blessing from himself (especially if it came from the “Shadow”). Like in the prologue the reader is once again left in suspense viewing the narrative through a fog of ambiguity.

Interestingly enough the wrestling match is clearly not the focal point of this text in that it is barely described. The wrestling clearly lasts all night long and Jacob appears to hold his own against the mysterious attacker. Yet, once again the reader is cast into the theme of ambiguity and unexpected occurrences. No one is getting the upper hand in the wrestling match and so one of the combatants seems to cheat by permanently wounding the other one. The reader would expect that Jacob would be the one who cheats by wounding his opponent because of his trickster past (cf. 25:26, 29-34; 27:5-29; 30:25-43), but it is the mysterious man who seems to cheat Jacob. One should also note the contradictory repetition of verse 25. The verse claims that the man purposefully “struck him on the hip socket”, but later it says “Jacob’s hip was put out of joint as he wrestled”. This maybe a purposeful construction to further hide the truth of the matter or may be a sign of later redaction. Considering the quickly developing theme of hidden ness and unexpected results, the former seems more likely.
Dialogue:

26 Then he said, ‘Let me go, for the day is breaking.’ But Jacob said, ‘I will not let you go, unless you bless me.’ 

27So he said to him, ‘What is your name?’ And he said, ‘Jacob.’ 28Then the man* said, ‘You shall no longer be called Jacob, but Israel,* for you have striven with God and with humans,* and have prevailed.’ 

29Then Jacob asked him, ‘Please tell me your name.’ But he said, ‘Why is it that you ask my name?’ And there he blessed him.


This paper will make use of the subdivisions in the dialogue as identified by Walter Brueggemann who divided above three separate sections due to the changes in power and theological implications
. 


The first section of the dialogue reveals a very important aspect of the wrestling match-while the mysterious man had crippled Jacob, Jacob still held on so that the man could not get away. This is extremely reminiscent of Genesis 25 (vs.22-26) when Jacob and Esau struggled inside the womb and Jacob held onto Esau’s heel. Like in the birth narrative there is a wrestle, Jacob grabs his opponent, and then Jacob is named. Is this a sign of Jacob’s “rebirth”? This is also the introduction to the Yahwist theme of blessing in this particular narrative. Brueggemann notes that Jacob takes advantage of his position of power as the holder as Jacob demands a blessing from God, his assailant
. The question is whether Jacob truly understands that God is his opponent. It would seem that he does because he demands a blessing, something only God can give (he already he has Isaac’s blessing, albeit illegitimately). Fretheim correctly points out that this is the beginning of a decisive moment as God and Jacob are locked in a stalemate: only Jacob can let God go and only God can bless Jacob
. Here the suspense peaks as Jacob and reader are made aware of the attacker’s identity, but find the situation to be impossible as Jacob and God meet each other on equal terms. Evenin the midst of revelation the motif of unexpected circumstances continues.

In the second section of dialogue, the power roles are reversed as God does not even acknowledge Jacob’s demand, but instead asks Jacob a question, “What is your name?” Some interpreters (such as Allen Ross) claim this is a rhetorical question which is used to contrast the old name with the new
. While the question and answer do accomplish this, Fredrick Holmgren identifies that there is something more at work here. First of all, one needs to acknowledge the connection between this and when Jacob tricked the blessing out of Isaac
.  One will note that last time he relieved the blessing he gave his brother’s name in return for the blessing, but here God demands Jacob’s true name, and thus must confront himself before God as being the trickster
. In response to Jacob finally acknowledging his name (and character) God gives him a new name.

As was identified above, there has been a great deal of debate about the etymology of the name Israel. Interpreters vary at whether the name comes from the shr root meaning either means “to persist” or “to rule or have power over as a prince” or the ysr root (which was proposed by F.K. Wong) which means “has made right”. All three are distinct possibilities, but cannot be confirmed, thus one must concentrate on what can be discerned about this renaming. Brueggemann sums this up by claiming, “Whatever the etymology, a new being has been called forth.”
 This is true one many levels. While it is true that Israel is something new in that Israel is something which has wrestled with, touched by, prevailed against, and gained blessing from God. Yet, there is something more at work here. Fretheim proposes that this name does not signifiy a new Israel, but reveals something new about God and is God’s recognition of who Jacob has been and is,but not who he will be. He claims that the name signifies God’s dedication to Israel. Since Israel (if based upon the shr I definition) means both “God strives” and “the one who strives with God”, the name is a pledge that God will be present in Israel’s struggle. It is important to note that it is God who initiates the wrestling match, not Jacob. Therefore Fretheim states, “God’s Promise involved not passive presence, but an active engaged relationship.”
 Either way the naming of Jacob as Israel is unexpected, because Jacob did not, in fact, prevail in battle, but will leave crippled. The question about whether this new name entails a change (Brueggemann) or not (Fretheim) in character will be addressed in detail below.


The third section brings yet another surprise. Thus far there has been a pattern of equality and power reversals. First there is a stalemate, in which neither combatant prevails, then God gain the upper hand by striking Jacob, but this is quickly reversed as Jacob grabs a hold of God and demands a blessing. This power of Jacob doesn’t last for God ignores his demand and regains power by getting the name of Jacob and renaming Jacob. It is at this point that Jacob seems to seek to regain his power in the relationship by asking God’s name. (Brueggemann asserts that Jacob speaks first here due to his new found power, the nature of such a new power will be discussed below) However, Jacob does not get his way, but is still given a blessing. Once again the reader, by all accounts expecting Jacob to regain power, is surprised. At the same time, while Jacob is not given the name of God, the nature of God (according to the Yahwist) is immediately revealed to him: this is the God who blesses.

Response:

30So Jacob called the place Peniel, saying, ‘For I have seen God face to face, and yet my life is preserved.’


The response of Jacob both provides the etymological background of Peniel and provides insight to the future meeting with Esau. Prior to his struggle with God, Jacob has been terrified of his meeting with Esau (Gen. 31:5, 7, 11, 20), but he is no longer. In Genesis 30:11 Jacob prays for deliverance from Esau and when God bestows the blessing upon Jacob, his prayer is answered. Therefore, Jacob’s statement of thanksgiving is twofold. He is thankful for seeing God’s face and living, something which was unheard of (Gen. 48:16; Ex. 19:21; 24:10; Judg. 6:11, 22; 13). Fretheim postulates that this may be why God wanted to leave before daybreak; God wanted to protect Jacob from the ‘glory’ of God’s face, thus Jacob lived because he only saw God in the twilight
. Ross illuminates the second reason for thanksgiving in his translation of verse 30 as “I have seen God face to face and I have been delivered.” Here Ross notes that the text does not read “and yet I have been delivered/preserved”, but “and I have been delivered/preserved”. Therefore the sentence can be interpreted to communicate two separate actions: 1) Jacob saw God’s face, and 2) Jacob’s prayer has been answered because he has been delivered/preserved
. Now Jacob can meet Esau with the confidence that he has legitimately received the blessing of God and if he can hold his own against God then he can surely face Esau
!
Epilogue:

31The sun rose upon him as he passed Penuel, limping because of his hip. 32Therefore to this day the Israelites do not eat the thigh muscle that is on the hip socket, because he struck Jacob on the hip socket at the thigh muscle.
The epilogue consists of two parts: the limp and the legacy. As with every other aspect of this narrative there is much debate on whether Jacob’s limp is a sign of victory or a reminder of defeat. One must also note that there is a group of scholars who believe that the wound alludes to an injury to the ‘vital organs’
. While this may be true, one should focus on the actual text which does not allude to any form of sterility of Jacob or the groin at all. Therefore, one is faced once again with the symbolism of an incurable injury. Most scholars seem to believe that the limp served to diminish Jacob’s arrogance and thus prepared him to be humbler when he meets Esau. Yet, the fact that Jacob does not look negatively upon the limp, but in fact Jacobs only response to the encounter is positive (vs. 30 “For I have seen God face to face, and yet my life is preserved.”). Fretheim argues that the limp is a sign of Jacob’s victory and not his defeat because the limp represents the fact that Jacob is alive and thus survived a perilous encounter with God. However, one is still left with a limping protagonist. Therefore, it would seem that the limp here represents both Jacob’s defeat and his victory. Brueggemann claims that the limp is inseparable from the name. Israel, as a new thing has all of the above mentioned benefits, but also an incurable wound (cf. Jer. 30:12)
. In this light, the limp may be viewed at the physical sign of Jacob’s transformation. Ross agrees with this assessment by claiming that the limp is a way in which the God communicates to Jacob that he cannot “do it alone” in the guise of the trickster, but requires the blessing of God. Therefore, “now crippled in strength he became bold in faith.” 
 The limp also represents the power of God. In the end, God walks away but Jacob limps away, therefore even when seemingly evenly matched, one must always remember that only God, the provider of blessings, is God. One must also recognize that the God who blesses is also the God who cripples.
The final verse describes a dietary practice. This seems to be the legacy of this episode, giving it yet another function in the grand narrative of Israel. The dietary restriction is a way for Israel to relive this encounter with God at Peniel. It also provides an explanation to why a certain dietary restriction is followed. 

Jacob’s Conversion?

Perhaps the greatest question about this text is whether or not Jacob undergoes a transformation. There is a great deal of evidence for both theories. Fretheim and McCann are among the scholars that believe that Jacob is not changed by the experience at Peniel. They note that Jacob is never rebuked for his past trickery and deception and, thus, never repents of these actions. While this is true that Jacob does not repent these actions, one must note that in this episode Jacob is forced to acknowledge his name and thus his nature (vs. 27). While this is not an act of repentance, one must note the contrast mentioned above between this episode and the episode in Genesis 28:18-18. 
It is upon this recognition that he is given a new name, and according to Brueggemann, a new thing has com into being. If one considers the above mentioned juxtaposition of brother and God, he or she will notice that this new creation fits well with the earlier birth and blessing narrative. This parallel has been outlined below:

	Episodes
	Birth and Blessing-

Gen. 25.19-27.29
	Jacob at Peniel-

Gen. 32:22-32

	Wrestle
	“The children struggled together within her” vs. 25:22
	“and a man wrestled with him until day break” vs. 24b 

	Jacob won’t release his opponent
	“Afterwards his brother came out, with his hand gripping Esau’s heel” vs. 25:26
	“Then he said, ‘Let me go, for the day is breaking’ But Jacob said, ‘I will not let you go…” vs.26a

	Demand for Blessing
	“First sell me your birthright.” vs. 25:31
	“…unless you bless me” vs. 26b

	Question of name and response
	“who are you my son?;” Jacob said to his father, “I am Esau…” vs. 27:18-19
	“So he said to him, ‘What is your name?’ And he said, “Jacob.’” vs. 27

	Blessing is given
	“…and he blessed him…” vs. 27:27
	“And there he blessed him” vs. 29b

	Esau’s Reaction
	Anger-vs. 27:41
	Graciousness-vs. 33:4-10


This parallel seems to support Brueggemann’s claim that something new has been created and that a transformation in Jacob has occurred. Along with the name, the limp and Esau’s reaction to Jacob seems to confirm that he has changed and is now Israel.
Fretheim disagrees with Brueggemann assessment by declaring that the change of a name does not signify a change in character. He supports this by identifying that Abraham’s character did not change when his name changed (Gen 17.5) and Jacob’s character surely does not change for he immediately lies to Esau by not following him to Seir (Gen. 33:17)
.  Fretheim’s assessment is correct. The change of a name does not necessitate a change in character, but a traumatic experience with God. What Fretheim does not acknowledge is that this narrative seems to combine two separate Abraham episodes: the name change (17.5) and the sacrifice of Isaac at Moriah (Gen. 22). Speiser notes this in the following when he states tat such traumatic episodes with God “serve either as forecasts or as tests. Abraham’s greatest trial came at Moiah… The real test [as opposed to the episode at Mahanaim (Gen 32:2)], however, was reserved for Penuel.”
 If one looks at the episode at Moriah as the transformative experience then one can surely see a change in Abraham’s character. Abraham who, up to this point, has repeatedly doubted Yahweh’s power (Gen. 16; 17:17), now trusts God with the impossible in this act of ultimate devotion. One must then note that after this transformation, the story of Abraham peters out with only a couple more references (Gen 24.9; 25:1-11). In the same way Jacob who is the trickster, does not pull any tricks, but fights fair (it is in fact God who is the cheat!). He is then transformed and shortly after his story is taken up by the next generation with only a couple exceptions (Gen 35; various minor references during the Joseph novella). Therefore Fretheim’s comparison to Abraham seems to support Jacob’s transformation more than not.
One must now deal with the issue of Jacob’s lie to Esau (Gen 33:12-17). It seems as if Jacob has returned to his old trickster ways, but here one must remember the deeper implications of the stories of Jacob and Esau as being representatives of the kingdoms of Edom and Israel.  Holmgren proposes that Jacob’s lie to Edom is a result of his transformation. Jacob has just received the blessing of God and thus has become Israel. If he follows Esau to Seir where Esau is lord (33:14) then Jacob (i.e. Israel) will be under the power of Esau (i.e. Edom)
. In addition, the transformed Jacob must follow the commandments of God and thus return to the Promised Land Canaan. While this may seem to be morally wrong in modern eyes, one should note that 1) God is not fair (cf. Gen.4), and 2) Moses does this as well when he lies to Pharaoh (Ex. 5.1). Therefore such a lie would have been deemed right and acceptable. In fact there is evidence that Jacob has transformed in Genesis 34:30 when he rebukes Simeon and Levi for endangering Israel. The focus has shifted from Jacob to Israel.
The episode at Peniel transformed Jacob from the trickster to the “One who has striven with God”. There is no evidence to suggest that there was anything wrong with Jacob’s former self any more than there was something wrong with Abraham, but Jacob, like Abraham, has undergone a transformation or a ‘spiritual maturity’.

Conclusions:


Jacob’s struggle at Peniel has been interpreted in so many different ways due to its major motif that only God can know what will come next. Jacob came to a chasm apprehensive about facing Esau, but instead faces a greater challenge, God. Instead of giving up, he wrestles with this challenge and comes out transformed. Jacob also recognizes the power of God as one who blesses but at the cost of being crippled. Hence, Jacob is physically, etymologically, and theologically transformed via his struggle with God. 

Neither Jacob, nor the narrator, nor the even the reader is God and thus is left in an ambiguous haze. This is part of the reason why it has appealed to so many people throughout history. Since humans are not God we commonly find ourselves on the border of a dark chasm facing unexpected events and outcomes (such as the exile or return from the exile). Perhaps what can be drawn from this text is that one needs to be active in the struggle for meaning and be transformed by the God who blessed…and cripples. 
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Teaching Curriculum on Genesis 32:22-32

w/special concentration on the canonical context.

This teaching curriculum is based upon my experiences teaching adult bible studies. I have noted that people tend to respond more when they are more fully engaged in the discussion. Therefore, I have included a great deal of discussion time in this outline followed by some main points that should be brought up should they not come up within the discussion. When teaching no two classes are the same, thus this is an outlined curriculum that can be modified depending on the constraint of time and participants. I hope to put this outline to good use at my home congregation this summer.

I. Introduction to the Text

A. Reading the text: 

The text will be read silently at first and then each person will take a turn reading verse. Because the earliest formation of the text was most likely an oral folk saga, the richness of the text should be explored as it would have been heard.

B. Assumptions:

In a text as widely known as this, it is important that everyone share their assumptions and thoughts on the text prior to really “digging in”. In addition to the text people need to share thoughts on Jacob in particular. Similar to what is done when reviewing a case study for ministry seminar. 

II. Background

A. Discussion

B. Authorship

There needs to be some kind of an explanation given to the repetitions and seeming ambiguity of the text. Just as the richness of the Letter at Birmingham jail is revealed when one knows the context of Martin Luther King Jr.’s Struggle, the richness of this text needs to be shared. This assumes a basic understanding of JEDP.

1) Folk Saga

2) Yahwist-writing during the United Monarchy

3) Elohist-accompanied with a brief explanation of the difference between the Yahwist and the Elohist.

III. Topics and Major questions

A. Rationale: Topics are easier discussed than going verse by verse where people are likely to get bogged down with the language, history and theology. Addressing the topics will highlight the major issues that need to be addressed in the text (including language, history and theology, but not getting bogged down in these).

B. Who is the unknown man?

1) Discussion

2) Angel of Esau

a. originated from a difficulty in understanding how God could wrestle with a man and not prevail

3) Jacob

a. Psycho-analysis

b. Archetype

c. Does Jacob have a dark side? No evidence for repentance or even rebuke of his previous trickery.

4) God

a. What does it mean to have God equal to man in a wrestling contest? God coming down to the level of humans.

a. Early Christians interpreted this to be the Logos

b. What does it mean that God attacked Jacob?

a. When are we attacked by God?

b. The God who blessed and cripples

C. Was Jacob transformed?

1) Discussion

2) Abraham.

a. Compare the stories of naming and Moriah with Peniel

b. How does Jacob fit into the story of the Patriarchs? Does it make sense that he was transformed?

3) Birth

a. Look at the common characteristics

b. Israel as a “new creation”

c. Note the reaction of Isaac

IV. Canonically-how does this narrative fit in the context of Genesis and the Pentateuch?

A. Discussion

B. Theme of Genesis- God’s unknown, transformative will/grace being accomplished outside of human understanding or power.

1) fits the theme of ambiguity in Peniel

2) compare once again with Abraham and the ambiguity surrounding the birth of Isaac and the Moriah narrative

3) Note that the story begins in nighttime and chaos-moving everyone across the gorge and ends in order with the breaking of the day, everything is properly named, and Jacob crossed the Jabbok.

C. Pentateuch and Exile

1) Note the work of Brodie

a. Look at Jeremiah 30:1-13

2) Are their elements of exilic redaction?

a. Order and chaos

b. Unknown expectations and results

3) Post exilic

a. Fear of returning home

V. Application

A. Discussion

B. Try not to be God in our lives

1) We cannot know everyting

C. Be aware that with power/ blessing comes responsibility/limp
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