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Proper 13A 2011
(Matthew 14:13-21) 
Genesis 32:22-31

“Wrasslin’----the spirituality of struggle”

I must start off today with a disclaimer. Unless you are into wrasslin’, then you may find my comments this morning lacking. Wrasslin’ is not the same thing as wrestling, although they are related. Wrestling is a legitimate NCAA sport. Wrestling is an Olympic sport. Actually, wrestling used to be one of the primary events in the Olympics when the Olympics began in Greece almost 3,000 years ago. Today, it is more of a sidelight spectator sport. The reason for this is that it is kind of hard to understand how one guy wins and the other loses aside from pinning the other person. The point system is as complicated as cricket to understand. All of a sudden contestants are congratulating one another for points that as far as I can discern are a result of no discernable change in the flow of the match. But wrasslin’! Now, that is a different matter! It is clear who the winner is in wrasslin’---mostly because the loser is lying unconscious on the mat having just sustained a blow to the head by a refrigerator.
Wrasslin’ is all about entertainment. Wrasslin’ is to wrestling what Lady Gaga is to the Beatles. Wrasslin’ is showy, gaudy and lacks any progressive social or intellectual content whatsoever. However, it is entertaining. In a ring guys (and women) grope, grab, and smash one another with their bodies, chairs, tables and anything else they can lay their hands on. They prance around the ring, taunting their opponent, puffing out their chests and shouting like some wild animal. And the crowds go bananas. They love it! In Mexico where it is immensely popular, the “sport” is called Lucha Libre (not Nacho Libre).
Well, as life would so have it, I once knew a professional wrassler. We met at a small town gym in Northwest Georgia where we both worked out. I knew him as Marty before he became famous on the NWA and WWF circuit as Arn Anderson. While at the gym, he once came up to me and proudly said without any context, “You don’t jump a dog in his own backyard, and you don’t mess with family.” He then waited for a response from me. I didn’t know what he was talking about so I sort of stuttered and stammered until he said, “You know……….use it in a sermon. Whadda think? Good, huh?” How do you respond to a 270lb 6’2” gorilla standing in front of you, looking for approval, and who could crush you with his spinebuster move? So, I said, “Of course, let me see if I can work in this Sunday.” Let me tell you, I was sweating bullets in anticipation that he might actually show up at church that Sunday, which he didn’t. Praise be to God! After all, it is not nice to fool with Arn Anderson.
Truth be known, I wasn’t then nor am I now a big wrasslin’ fan, but maybe I should be….maybe we all should be since there is something prophetic and even spiritual about it. Long before the Greeks instituted wrestling into the first Olympic games in 776BC, there was Jacob and his wrasslin’ match with God by the banks of the Jabbok River. The story is one the best in all of the Bible because in it we are being told that hope is the green shoot that springs from the midst of struggle. Hope is not a state of being in life, but a gift from life itself. It is born from struggle-----the sweaty, strained sore muscle, grabbing, gasping for air, exhausted ready to throw in the towel struggle of life itself. 
Optimism isn’t hope. I have no interest in optimism. Actually, most of us want to kill the always cheery June Cleaver personality we encounter in life. To be blissful in the midst of pain, to avoid bad news like the plague, seems to me, to be no great indicator either of mental health or of spiritual depth. I know of no Scripture lesson anywhere that answers grief by pretending it didn’t exist. Christianity is solidly rooted in the cross. So, the question is why is it that some people come through life’s struggle whole of heart and soul? And what is it that is missing in the lives of those who seem to slog through life sure only that tomorrow will be worse than yesterday? Where in pain does hope reside? And how do we cultivate it? The answers lie with Jacob-----the first wrassler, and his opponent-----God.
Scott Peck in his book, The Road Less Traveled, starts off his first chapter with the sentence “Life is difficult.” Joan Chittister, author and Benedictine nun, in her book Scarred by Struggle, Transformed by Hope, refines Peck’s theme by saying “Life is a struggle.” Life is an unavoidable struggle. In other words, there is no such thing as life without struggle.

A couple of weeks ago, I watched in amazement a 20/20 piece on Chris Waddell, Superman paraplegic, who climbed Mt. Kilimanjaro, the tallest free standing mountain in the world at 19,340 feet. The 40 year old former ski racer for Middlebury College broke his back in a freak accident at 20 years old leaving him a paraplegic. But he didn’t give in to life’s tragedy. In 1998 he won a gold and two silver medals at the Paralympics in Nagano, Japan and a god and a bronze at the track World Championships in England. In 1994 he swept all four skiing events that the Paralympics in Lillehammer, Norway.
Waddell climbed Mt. Kilimanjaro using a handcycle----this 4 wheeled cycle that looks like something designed for moon travel. It is powered totally by him pedaling with his hands and arms. It is brutal. And as if overcoming his physical struggles in life aren’t enough of an example to us, when Waddell came within a thousand or so feet from the top of Kilimanjaro, he realized (due to the terrain) that he just wouldn’t be able to make it.

Think about that for a moment! I think simply getting around in a wheelchair period is difficult but to have accomplished such incredible physical tasks and then be within arm’s distance of a goal which you have trained months for and realize that you just can’t complete it is a struggle of another kind. This struggle is about the psychological affects of failure and realizing and accepting that there are many things in life that we simply cannot do or control. That is an entirely different type of struggle. This is now a struggle with God, with the meaning and purpose of life, with the powers of the universe, with the forces of nature and powers and principalities that seem to be so unrelentingly unfair. This is the struggle of a healthy 32 year old woman with two young children who discovers she has breast cancer. This is the struggle of child with abusive parents. This is the struggle of someone who can’t seem to overcome his/her depression. This is ALL of our struggles……that is any time life comes at us, like Job, when we are being so good, decent, loving, eating right, exercising and happy and, yet, along comes some tragedy or hurt that attacks us unjustly. And when this happens, don’t you just want to sit down and cry, “It is not fair!”? And, then, you wonder from where you are going to muster the energy to keep fighting all night long (that is forever), like Jacob, when you are tired, sick and see no end in sight to the struggle. We think, “Wouldn’t it be easier to simply give in to our opponent?”
1,000 of so feet from his goal Waddell had to make a decision. Should he stop short of his goal? Or should he allow his guides to carry him on his handcycle the remaining distance? He made the decision to be carried. His reasoning was a good one in my opinion. He said that he made it as far as he had gone with the aid of his guides. They set up camp, carried equipment for him and did other things. So, why not allow them to carry him the remainder of the way? In other words, he was part of a team---a group effort--from the beginning. 
In questioning himself, Waddell began to see a deeper issue-----an issue more profound than simply being carried to the top of the mountain. He came to see that life isn’t a one on one struggle with the forces of creation, but it is in union and communion with others that matters. 1,000 feet from the top of Kilimanjaro Waddell put down all of his individual accomplishments and individual struggles and accepted the fact that it is okay, as a matter of fact desirable, to be a part of and depend upon others. He came to see that all of his individual struggles were merely a step in becoming who God was calling Chris Waddell to become. He came to understand that it is in the becoming not the final destination that life exists. This is not the way most of us think. We think in terms of achieving and accomplishing goals and not in the journey. The goal for Waddell wasn’t the summit of Kilimanjaro, but in seeing himself as part of a team working together and being one. Like Jacob before him, his struggles led to a blessing. Mt. Kilimanjaro blessed him.
There is no such thing as life without struggle. Just when we seem to have life under control something happens which knocks us into chaos. Joan Chittister, in her book, says that like most people she was raised on absolutes and categories, on rules and certainties. She was told that her destiny was in her hands. If she worked hard, she would succeed. If she lived a good life, she would be rewarded. If she prayed hard enough, worked long enough, lived a regulated enough life, God would help her and guide her and work life in her favor. But what she has learned is that little if anything in life is expected to last. Everything in life is in flux. Everything in life is simply another step, not the final step, in the process of becoming something else----even if that step is nothing more than sitting up in a chair for a half an hour with a friend before having to lie down again and sleep because the chemo seems to be killing you more than the cancer. 
We go from one struggle to another, becoming as we go. The hard thing to come to understand in life is that it is the becoming that counts not the achievements. The Shakers remind us in their classic hymn that “to turn, and to turn” is part of the discipline of “coming round right.” Jacob did not defeat his opponent. He simply survived the struggle. Life is about going from one struggle to another, becoming something new each step as we continue to go along.

Life forges us in the struggle. From one end of life to another we duel and joust, contest and dispute, rebel and revolt against the forces outside AND inside of us as well. Life may forge us in our struggles but there is not one of us who have not gone down into the darkness of the “pitiless storm,” as King Lear says it, who isn’t faced with the choice of just giving up. The problem is that struggle requires the most of us just when we have the least to give. It comes at us when we are sick, tired, weary from the fight, drained and just hanging on by our fingernails thinking how could it get any worse, when our assailant deals us a crushing blow. Jacob’s opponent, after wrestling all night in the brambles, mud, and mush at the side of a river bank, reaches down and-----unfairly?----breaks Jacob’s hip. “That’s dirty pool,” my mother used to say. It is enough to make you want to call it quits. It is here in desperation, exhaustion and despair that all of our religious platitudes we have ever learned--------God never gives us more than we can handle; Jesus loves you; trust in God; give it over to the Lord; let go, let God;------all turn to sand. Then we begin to ask the real questions. What is the use of all this pain? How can anyone possibly make sense of such unremitting heartache? What good is hope in the face of a life marked over and over again by the ravages of despair? Basically, what is the purpose of all this struggle-----all this wrasslin’?
The answer is that all struggle is not loss. We not only can survive struggle, but it seems we are meant to survive in new ways with new insights, with a new heart. If no one can escape struggles in life, then it must serve some purpose. And it does! Struggle bores down into the deepest part of the human soul bringing new life. Ultimately, it is not the struggle that defeats us. Rather, it is our failure to stay in the fight. It is a matter of refusing to die at exactly the moment when we are being offered new life. That is the definition of hope: refusing to die at exactly the moment when we are being offered new life.
In 1992 in Bosnia as ethnic tensions flared, Sarajevo was a pit of bitterness, brutal torture, ethnic cleansing, bombs, land mines and constant gunfire. Vedran Smailovic was a Bosnian. He lived in Sarajevo, the city of his birth. He was a professional cellist in the prestigious Sarajevo Opera Theater. One afternoon he witnessed the shelling of a long line of starving people waiting outside the only functioning bakery for bread. 22 people died.
The next day, as more hungry people again lined up to beg for bread outside that same bakery, Vedran Smailovic, dressed in a black suit and tie as if he were playing at the opera house, placed a chair beside the line and started to play his cello. He played Albinoni’s mournful “Adagio.” And despite the danger, for the next month every day he returned to the same spot and played his cello. The bombing stopped. His playing reminded people that some things simply cannot be suppressed.
Today in the place where Smailovic sat there is a monument of a man in a chair playing a cello. But the monument is not to Smailovic or his music. It is a monument to the refusal to surrender hope that life could be reborn in the midst of a living hell.

Hope is not a denial of reality. Hope is a series of small actions that transform darkness into light. It is putting one foot in front of the other when we can find no reason to do so at all. It is not a matter of waiting for things outside us to get better. Hope is about getting better inside about what is going on outside. It is about becoming open to the God of newness. It is about believing in a future we cannot see but through trust in God know it exists. Thus, hope is certainly fulfilled in the future, but it is rooted in the past. It depends upon our ability, like Jacob, to survive life’s struggles and emerge in better form than we were when those troubles began. Hope is the response of the spiritual person to struggle. Life may ultimately kill us, but with hope it can never destroy us. Hope is God’s last great gift to help rise us out of the grave of despair.
In the end, Jacob, wounded, exhausted, confused and struck down in the dark recognizes his opponent as God. Ultimately, life’s struggles come down to wrasslin’ with God. And what we discover is that God is no genie, magician, judge, candy giving old grandfather or motherly hen. But rather God is someone who engages us in and through life’s struggles constantly in an attempt to transform us into Christs, ourselves-----i.e. persons who live in and through God’s peace and love regardless of the “pitiless” storm. This is our golden years regardless of age. This is the only place of calm and peace to be had. How do we get there? I end with a popular Native American tale. 
An elder was talking to a younger member of his tribe. The elder says, “I feel as if I have 2 wolves fighting in my heart. One wolf is the vengeful, angry, violent one. The other wolf is the loving, compassionate one” The younger disciple asks, “But which wolf will win the fight in your heart?” The elder answers, “It depends on which one I feed.”
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