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Genesis 32:22-31: The same night Jacob got up and took his two wives, his two maids, and his eleven children, and crossed the ford of the Jabbok. He took them and sent them across the stream, and likewise everything that he had. Jacob was left alone; and a man wrestled with him until daybreak. When 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. Then he said, “Let me go, for the day is breaking.” But Jacob said, “I will not let you go, unless you bless me.” So he said to him, “What is your name?” And he said, “Jacob.” 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.” Then Jacob asked him, “Please tell me your name.” But he said, “Why is it that you ask my name?” And there he blessed him. So Jacob called the place Peniel, saying, “For I have seen God face to face, and yet my life is preserved.” The sun rose upon him as he passed Penuel, limping because of his hip. 

Luke 18:1-8: Jesus told his disciples a parable about their need to pray always and not to lose heart. He said, “In a certain city there was a judge who neither feared God nor had respect for people. In that city there was a widow who kept coming to him and saying, ‘Grant me justice against my opponent.’ For a while he refused; but later he said to himself, ‘Though I have no fear of God and no respect for anyone, yet because this widow keeps bothering me, I will grant her justice, so that she may not wear me out by continually coming.’” And the Lord said, “Listen to what the unjust judge says. And will not God grant justice to his chosen ones who cry to him day and night? Will he delay long in helping them? I tell you, he will quickly grant justice to them. And yet, when the Son of Man comes, will he find faith on earth?”
Do you ever get tired of praying? Yes, I know, you’re here this morning, so I guess you haven’t given up on praying completely. I’ll even bet that lots of you pray several times a day—not just mumbling the usual stock phrases but actually stopping for a moment to give God your full attention. But honestly, do you ever get tired of it? Do you ever stop to wonder every once in a while if there’s anybody listening? 
If that’s never happened, then consider yourself unusually blessed. But I’m betting that most of you have known times when you wondered if anybody was even there to hear you. It’s a major reason why people stop praying altogether. I’ve heard countless people tell me that this is why they just don’t pray any more. They used to, but they never got any assurance that anybody was listening.
Only a couple of months ago Time magazine published a story about Mother Theresa of Calcutta that shocked quite a few readers.
 For many, she’s represented a model of total devotion to the poor out of her love for Christ. Back in the 1940s she told her superiors that Christ himself had come to her, calling her “to abandon teaching and work instead in ‘the slums’ of the city, dealing directly with ‘the poorest of the poor’—the sick, the dying, beggars and street children. ‘Come, Come, carry Me into the holes of the poor,’ he told her. ‘Come be My light.’” And so she began her fifty-year ministry on the streets of Calcutta, caring for the dying. 

She prayed constantly in private and in public. She certainly had her critics—she was rigidly dogmatic, she opposed almost any changes that made the Catholic Church look more human, and she didn’t seem to care much about doing anything to address the causes of poverty.
 She wasn’t infallible or above criticism, any more than the rest of us, but nobody doubted her selfless devotion. If anybody maintained a close connection to God, it had to be her. That, at least, is what we thought.
But it turns out that for most of those fifty years she felt hardly any connection to God at all. We know that now because many of her private letters just got published. Almost from the start of her ministry, she wrote confessions like this:
So many unanswered questions live within me afraid to uncover them — because of the blasphemy — If there be God — please forgive me — When I try to raise my thoughts to Heaven — there is such convicting emptiness that those very thoughts return like sharp knives & hurt my very soul. — I am told God loves me — and yet the reality of darkness & coldness & emptiness is so great that nothing touches my soul. Did I make a mistake …?

That was what she felt over and over for the rest of her life. She never stopped praying, but she never recovered that sense of Christ speaking directly to her. What seemed to begin as a profound, vivid encounter with Christ himself ended with decades of silence. No wonder people were shocked!
But Mother Teresa’s story is just a more dramatic example of stories you can hear all the time, from people all around you, maybe even from you. We may have times in prayer when we’ve been certain we were standing in the very presence of God. But most of the time that doesn’t happen—not for most of us. Most of the time, when we pray, we don’t hear any loud and clear answers from “beyond.”
Now it turns out that none of this came as any great surprise to Jesus. After all, there were times when he too felt abandoned by God. He said so from the cross. And in Gethsemane nobody answered him when he prayed, “Remove this cup from me; yet, not what I want, but what you want” (Mark 14:36). He wound up working out the answer to that request on his own. The God he called “Abba” was silent. I know it boggles the mind, but the very one we call “God-with-us” was no stranger to feeling God’s absence. 
His followers knew all about God’s silence too. That’s why he told them, and us, what has to be one of his most startling parables. Go ahead and imagine that God is like this aloof judge who really doesn’t care for you one bit—in fact doesn’t care for anybody. Then treat God just the way you would treat this unjust judge. Yell at him, if you need to. Tell him, “I’m still here, and I’m waiting for you to get off your posterior and do your job. Don’t let me be cheated out of what I most need. Take care of me. Take care of all the disadvantaged. Do your job, for God’s sake!”
Notice, there’s none of this attitude of, “I’m just a worm, and I don’t deserve anything good.” This is a widow speaking, and she knows that widows are supposed to have certain rights. She knows that when she can’t meet all her needs herself she’s entitled to expect others to meet them. It’s what God has always demanded of God’s people—look after the disadvantaged. But it’s not happening, and she expects God to do something about it. She knows what she’s been promised, and she’s not going to let the judge forget about it if she has to spend her whole life nagging him.
Go ahead, Jesus says. Imagine God is like that, and imagine yourself as that stubborn widow who never stops nagging. And then imagine yourself finally wearing God down. Imagine God saying, “OK, I’ll do my job. I’ll do it—if you will just stop wearing me out.” Imagine that.
Now of course, Jesus says, God isn’t really like that. But if that’s how God comes across to you, go with it. Speak up for yourself. Act as if somebody ought to care enough for you to see that your needs are met. Don’t back down. Hold even God accountable. It’s part of God’s job to keep promises, and it’s part of your job to insist that those promises get kept.

Now I do think that sometimes God’s silence is something we should accept. It helps us identify, as Jesus did, with people who’ve never even felt a hint of God’s presence. But other times I wonder if we wind up keeping God silent, because we’re unwilling to be blunt enough about not liking it. I suspect we’ve all bought into the idea that we’ve got to be nice and polite and self-effacing when we approach God. Right? Did you notice how out of line Mother Teresa felt when she admitted her doubts? Blasphemy, she called it, to wonder if anybody was really there. We’ve been taught to grovel a bit if we even think about questioning God.
Now of course a little reverence never hurt anybody. But in this parable Jesus is telling us that sometimes too much reverence winds up keeping God at arm’s length. Sometimes the quickest way to connect with God is through our exasperation, even our anger, at the way things are going—or not going. Sometimes telling God off is the best way to show how much you share God’s very own vision for a world where widows don’t have to go to court to get what they’ve been promised.
Jesus is not the only one who knows this. Try reading the Psalms. Or take a second look at our first lesson. The folks who put our lectionary together want us to make a connection between this widow and Jacob. The widow keeps pestering a judge who has the power to grant her justice. Jacob keeps wrestling all night with an unidentified stranger who has the power to grant him a blessing. And both of them get what they asked for through sheer stubbornness. 
Like Jesus’ parable, this story about Jacob’s wrestling match is one of the strangest stories in the Bible. But it’s an important one. It’s how Jacob got the name “Israel,” which we’re told means “God-wrestler.” 
Part of what makes the story strange is the character of Jacob himself. Jacob is a crafty little brother who likes to swindle people. He swindled his brother out of his inheritance. He swindled his father into blessing him instead of his older brother. He cheated and stole from his father-in-law (though his father-in-law cheated him first). And not once does he ever admit to God or to anybody else that he might have done anything wrong. Not once. Talk about having some nerve!
And now we see Jacob in this wrestling match with somebody or other who turns out to be God. I mean, maybe it’s God. We’re not completely sure. The story says it’s a man, but it keeps hinting that it might really be God. When the man gives Jacob the name “God-wrestler,” he says it’s because “you have striven with God and with humans and have prevailed.” The man won’t give Jacob his own name. But Jacob decides it must have been God. He says, “I have seen God face to face, yet my life is preserved.”
So it sounds like this stranger is really God. But if he’s God, how come he can’t win a simple wrestling match with a shady character like Jacob? Why does he let Jacob force a blessing out of him? We’re never told. All we’re told is that Jacob has the incredible nerve to demand a blessing from somebody he thinks is really God. “I will not let you go, unless you bless me.” And Jacob gets his blessing, though he’s a little sore afterwards.
It’s really a strange story. Like Jesus’ story about the widow, it invites us to imagine God in ways that probably don’t fit our beliefs about what God is really like. Imagine God as some jerk you can eventually wear down, some nameless stranger you can out-wrestle. Why? Because, honestly, that’s how at least some of us are going to wind up thinking of God anyway when our lives aren’t making much sense. There’s no need to hide that from God. But more importantly, there’s no need to hide that from yourself. 
Jesus says, when you approach God, let it all out—your doubts along with your convictions, your exasperation along with your trust, your anger along with your love. God knows all about it anyway, so don’t cover it up. Don’t even apologize. Be yourself. Call God a few names if you need to, but let it all out.
So then what happens? Well, I’d be an utter fool start making predictions. This isn’t magic, it’s prayer. And what happens with prayer is always unpredictable—as unpredictable as God is, as unpredictable as you and I are. 
But what may happen is that you’ll find God sharing your struggle with you, sharing your frustration at justice delayed, wrestling with you as you work through your questions, your exasperation, even your anger, wishing that after two thousand years of sharing Good News there would be a little more to show for it than the wars and famines and rising crime rates we read about every day. Maybe you’ll find the strength you need to be part of God’s answer to our longing for a world where none of us has to go to court to get what we’ve been promised. Maybe you’ll discover that both you and God are just too stubborn to give up on that vision.
Jesus ended his parable with a question. “When the Son of Man comes, will he find faith on earth?” Will he find people who are as stubborn as God is about longing for justice? Will he find people as stubborn as God is about longing for companionship in the long journey towards reconciliation? 
Well, we’re here today. Apparently we’re stubborn enough to come together and at least pray out loud for God’s reign, and for one another’s wellbeing. And we’re ready to confess together that God is here with us, whether we catch any glimpses or not. 

To that Jesus says, “Welcome. Keep praying. Don’t lose heart. I haven’t.” Amen. Come, Lord Jesus.
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