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Session 1: Making peace a practice
Biblical reflection: Finding God's face in the wrestling  
Genesis 32:22-32, 33:1-10  
The same night he 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. 
Therefore 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.  

Now Jacob looked up and saw Esau coming, and four hundred men with him. So he 
divided the children among Leah and Rachel and the two maids. He put the maids with 
their children in front, then Leah with her children, and Rachel and Joseph last of all. 
He himself went on ahead of them, bowing himself to the ground seven times, until he 
came near his brother.  

But Esau ran to meet him, and embraced him, and fell on his neck and kissed him, and 
they wept. When Esau looked up and saw the women and children, he said, “Who are 
these with you?” Jacob said, “The children whom God has graciously given your 
servant.” Then the maids drew near, they and their chil- dren, and bowed down; Leah 
likewise and her children drew near and bowed down; and finally Joseph and Rachel 
drew near, and they bowed down. Esau said, “What do you mean by all this company 
that I met?” Jacob answered, “To find favor with my lord.” But Esau said, “I have 
enough, my brother; keep what you have for yourself.” Jacob said, “No, please; if I find 
favor with you, then accept my present from my hand; for truly to see your face is like 
seeing the face of God—since you have received me with such favor.” 




You shall no longer be called Jacob, but Israel, for you 
have striven with God and with humans, and have 

prevailed.
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The story of Jacob and Esau is well known. Children grow up in church learning about 
the conflicted brotherhood in Sunday school. One of the most significant parts of this 
reconciliation story, sometimes skipped over, comes in Genesis 32:22-32, when Jacob 
wrestles with God. This happens as Jacob is returning to Esau. After bargaining for his 
birthright and stealing his blessing, Jacob had fled from Esau and lived many years with 
his uncle Laban. However, he had more conflict with Laban and eventually decided to 
return to his homeland and risk his brother’s wrath.  

At the point of Genesis 32:22, Jacob has sent messengers and gifts ahead of him to 
appease his brother’s anger and is fearfully awaiting how Esau will receive him, due to 
the historic conflict between them. Night falls and Jacob must wait until dawn to arrive 
to his brother, whom he has heard is coming to meet him. From a storytelling 
perspective, this is arriving at the climax of the story: the confrontation between feuding 
brothers. Tensions are high in the midst of their division – and here enters the Divine. 
Overnight, Jacob wrestles with God, who takes an incarnate form to visit Jacob. One 
might ask, why does God come to Jacob on this night, of all nights in his life? What does 
God have to do with these quarreling brothers?  

In fact, what does God not have to do with their quarreling? Conflict is part of the 
human experience and as such, how we deal with conflict is a theological question. As 
image-bearers of Christ, how we engage in conflict reflects a certain picture of Christ 
that either demonstrates the values of the kingdom, or perhaps doesn’t, depending on 
our actions. Inviting God to wrestle with us as we work toward healing and 
reconciliation is a necessary step on the faith journey. Conflict is not to be separated 
from our spiritual life.  

If we intentionally invite God into our disputes and acknowledge God’s presence in our 
conflicts, healthy dialogue becomes a spiritual practice – something that we do 
habitually, in our ordinary lives, to draw near to God. This curriculum is titled Peaceful 
Practices because it attempts to offer practical tools that can help us engage in healthy 
dialogue as a spiritual discipline. Of course, it implies the practice part. Just like prayer, 
Scripture reading and other spiritual disciplines, engaging in healthy dialogue requires 
the discipline of practicing it. It can be easy to assume that we already know how to do 
this, but we are not taught well about healthy dialogue and we are not automatically 
good at it. 

 

As image-bearers of Christ, how we engage in 
conflict reflects a certain picture of Christ that 

either demonstrates the values of the kingdom, or 
perhaps doesn’t, depending on our actions. 
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The world around us models extremely unhealthy ways of talking to (or yelling at) one 
another when it comes to conflictive issues. There is actually very little healthy dialogue 
to be found. In this current, extremely polarized culture, words are used to accuse much 
more often than to welcome. Defenses are up when it comes to divisive issues and we 
are quick to categorize people into “us” and “them.”  

The church has tended to be no different. We say we believe in healthy dialogue, but 
when it comes to extended family gatherings and conversations on social media, it 
doesn’t always look that way. When we don’t see eye to eye, our churches divide. We 
spend most of our time with people who think and look like us. Our words, thoughts and 
actions are not Christ-like when we find ourselves in conversations with people we don’t 
agree with, be it at work, online, in church or at a family gathering. We need to practice.  

This will require some wrestling. The story of Jacob and Esau is a beautiful example of 
the spiritual nature of interpersonal conflict and its transformation. We cannot do it 
alone – we aren’t supposed to do it alone. God is with us, tussling around in our mess 
with us.  

However, God’s presence does not automatically make it easy, or fast. Jacob spent the 
entire night wrestling with God. It takes time to wait for, listen to and welcome the 
Divine into our hearts, especially when we are at the climax of our own conflicts – when 
we feel anger, fear and grief. We believe God will transform us if we give ourselves to the 
wrestling, but it takes so much energy, time and work.  

Besides that, it hurts. Conflict can be excruciatingly painful. It is heartbreaking to 
disagree with beloved family members and close friends from other walks of life. We feel 
the rupture in our bodies. Jacob was injured in the process of his wrestling with the 
Divine. Conflict can leave us wounded. In fact, most conflicts of consequence probably 
come with some degree of wounding. No wonder we are so quick to fight them off or flee 
from them.  

The promise of Jacob’s story, however, is that pain is not the only result. The wrestling 
comes with blessing also. After wrestling with God, Jacob’s name is changed and he 
receives a blessing. And as if that weren’t enough blessing, he arises from his night-long 
tussling match to realize that his brother has long forgiven him. A broken relationship is 
restored. Blessings abound when we allow God into our conflicts and view our 
engagement in them as central to faithful discipleship – in other words, when we 
practice engaging in our conflicts as a spiritual discipline. Jacob’s conflict becomes one 
of his greatest blessings.  

Jacob experiences both the wrestling and Esau’s forgiveness as encounters with the 
Divine. His journey begins and ends by seeing the face of God, as written in verses 32:30 
and 33:10. God is in the wrestling and God is in the reconciliation. What does it tell us 
about God’s character that God is revealed to Jacob so obviously in this experience of 
conflict and reconciliation?  
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Conflict has the potential to help us receive the Divine in new ways. When we are most 
vulnerable, we are most able to see God. This conflict is perhaps one of the most 
intimate experiences Jacob has with the Divine, which is a large part of the blessing 
Jacob receives. Sometimes, an experience that is difficult and causes pain can become a 
great gift, with the possibility to offer lessons and blessings beyond our imagination. 
This is, of course, not always or necessarily true, but it is a good first step to welcoming 
God into our hard places. Jacob’s wrestling wounded him, but it also left him with 
blessing beyond measure. This is the gift waiting for us if we approach conflict as a 
spiritual practice toward authentic discipleship. May we learn to welcome and wrestle 
with God in our conflicts so that we, too, may come face to face with Divine blessing.  

 

Questions for discussion
In preparation for class, here are possible discussion questions which will begin our session 
together. 

How have you received blessing from a conflict you have experienced?  

When do you consider conflict to be spiritual? Do you agree that dealing well with conflict could 
be a spiritual discipline? How have you practiced this, or not, in your own faith formation?  

How do you, your family, or your church community deal with disagreements with others, 
particularly related to the sensitive issues that divide people?  

What does healthy dialogue mean to you?  

In what relationships might we be best positioned to see God’s face well? How might we enter 
into struggles and conflicts looking to see God’s face?  
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