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“Life as Worship: Blessings and Benedictions” 

Text: Genesis 32:22-31 

 

It has been a rather dark time.  I hope it will be appropriate and understandable if I begin in a 

rather traditional way, with something lighthearted.  Perhaps we could use a good laugh or 

reason to smile. 

 

A man went to the racetrack to bet on the horses.  He was not having much luck.  But he noticed 

that a priest nearby seemed to be winning each time.  Prior to one race, he followed the priest 

and noticed that before he placed his bet, he went to one of the horses, anointed it with oil and 

whispered some sort of blessing.  Then the priest placed his bet and that horse, a longshot, won! 

 

The man followed him and noticed the same routine.  The priest anointed a horse, whispered a 

blessing and then placed his bet.  Once again the horse won.  

 

The man was ready to act.  He watched the priest go to a horse, anoint it and whisper a blessing.  

The man went quickly to an ATM, withdrew as much money as he could and placed it all on the 

horse the priest has blessed.  The horse came in dead last. 

 

The man was confused.  He found the priest and told him what he had seen.  “Why didn’t this 

horse win?” he asked. 

 

The priest replied, “That’s the problem with you Protestants.  You can’t tell the difference 

between a blessing and Last Rites.” 

 

For this morning, let’s talk about blessings.  We give them out all the time, quite often 

unconsciously.  Someone sneezes in the room and what happens?  Someone is likely to say, 

“God bless you.”  We say blessings when we eat, offering a word of grace before we begin to 

eat.  We might, as the old hymn suggests, count our blessings, giving thanks for the goodness 

that is all around us in the people and gifts we share. 

 

On Sunday mornings, we end both of our services with a blessing we call the benediction.  The 

word benediction is a combination of two Latin words, “bene,” which means good and “diction” 

which means words.  So, a benediction is a final good word, a blessing that we can depart with. 

 

I had originally intended to talk about blessings today, but I want to approach the subject from a 

different perspective.  I had planned to talk about the anointing or blessing of David to become 

king.  It is a good story found in 1 Samuel 16 and points out how God sees the giftedness that is 

often unseen by human eyes.  The youngest son of a small Hebrew tribe would be identified as 



the future king.  I believe that God continues to work through each of us, as unworthy as we 

might feel, knowing that we have gifts to share.  That is an important reminder when faced with 

times where we wonder if we have anything to offer.  Your phone call, your outreach, your 

letter, your kindness is a blessing to someone and you are making a difference, even when you 

don’t realize it. 

 

But I want to approach the idea of blessings from a different, and very puzzling story in the 

Hebrew scriptures.   

 

Although they were twins, Jacob and Esau could not have been more different.  Those 

differences eventually led to them being estranged from one another.  Esau was so angry at his 

brother for stealing his birthright, that Jacob had to flee for his life.  For many years the brothers 

were separated. 

 

Jacob missed his brother.  He sent word that he was sorry for what he had done and he wanted to 

mend their relationship.  He receives word that his brother is coming to see him.  Jacob doesn’t 

know if his brother is coming in peace or to resolve the old wounds.  And so the night before he 

went to a quiet place alone. 

 

The night would be a sleepless one.  That might be a familiar circumstance for all of us today.  

Our minds are heavy with all the fears surrounding the coronavirus.  Sleep does not come easily.  

We worry about our friends and loved ones.  The news is filled with stories about the latest 

cases, who has contracted the disease, how many people.  With all these things swirling in our 

minds, we find rest and peace difficult to come by. 

 

According to Genesis, Jacob wrestled with a Divine Being.  Is it God?  Is it an angel?  And what 

does this story really mean that Jacob is wrestling?  There are so many mysteries to this story 

that it makes it difficult to understand. 

 

After a full night of wrestling, there has been no victor.  The two are still locked in combat.  It is 

at this point that the Divine Being tells Jacob to let go because the sun is about to rise.  Jacob 

refuses.  He replies, “I will not let you go unless you bless me.”  He receives a new name and a 

blessing that night.  This will enable him to do the difficult work that lies ahead as he seeks to 

heal the relationship with his brother, Esau. 

 

This biblical story kept coming to mind because, like Jacob, we have been wrestling hard.  We 

are tired.  We continue to be anxious and worried.  The days have been difficult.  But we haven’t 

given up.  We continue to be hopeful.   

 

And in this time of struggle, we are like Jacob crying out in the darkness, “Give me a blessing.”  

We have tuned in today because we are weary and we need something from God.  We ask for a 

blessing. 

 

As Barbara Brown Taylor puts it in her book, “An Altar in the World”, “a blessing does not 

confer holiness.  The holiness is already there, embedded in the very givenness of the thing.”  A 

blessing doesn’t make something or someone holy, it simply reminds us of its goodness.  This is 



particularly important in difficult circumstances.  A blessing doesn’t create goodness, but shows 

us where to find it.  Today, blessings are in the people who call to check on their neighbors.  

Blessings are found in people who find creative ways to love and serve one another.  Blessings 

are found in everyday people doing heroic things.  It is in the doctor, nurses and health care 

workers who are giving their time and energy to care for people in difficult times.  In difficult 

times, to ask for a blessing means finding the ability to see with new eyes, to see the giftedness 

that is happening, even amid the troubling times.   

 

This may mean turning off the television for a while, halting the avalanche of news and 

information and just being still.  Where is the beauty?  Where is the goodness?  In the stillness, 

we are reminded of those blessings that are all around us. 

 

We have wrestled and continue to wrestle.  And for a brief moment this morning, we pause to 

ask God for a blessing.  Give us a good word, point us in the right direction, restore our hope.   

 

That blessing enables Jacob to do the difficult task at hand, to apologize, to make amends, to heal 

the broken relationship with his brother.  And when that happens, Esau speaks what may be the 

most beautiful words in the whole Bible.  He says too his brother, “To see your face is like 

seeing the face of God.”   

 

We still have some struggles before us.  But this morning, as we worship together, we seek 

God’s blessing, the words that restore our faith, heal our spirits, mend our brokenness.  We do so 

from our separate households, but the time will come when we can be together again.  And when 

that long journey of struggle has ended and we are in the same place together, we will look at 

one another with gratitude knowing the importance of a loving community.  To see one another 

will be like seeing the face of God.” 


