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Retrospective and Prospective 
A sermon by David Roquemore 

First Presbyterian Church, Newton NC 
November 20, 2022 

 
Gen 32: 22-32 
 
Jacob wrestles with an unnamed being, but we all know it is God who wrestles with 
Jacob. Whether it is literal wrestling or metaphorical — you can decide. At any rate 
Jacob wrestles.  
 
I chose this text because thirty-nine years ago today I was ordained by the Presbytery of 
Baltimore, and this was the text that the preacher used. I have no idea what he said; no 
copy of it was preserved. But I thought today I would take a break from the lectionary 
and reflect for a few minutes on thirty-nine years of ministry.  
 
It takes Jacob a while to get the better of his opponent. At first, he is losing, or at least, 
not quite winning. Later on he begins to prevail, and God starts to beat a hasty retreat. 
The sun is coming up, he says, let me go! But Jacob hangs on until he gets a blessing.  
 
Ministry is like that, like wrestling. On the one hand, you are working with people but on  
the other, you are deep into theological questions. It is hard at times to hold the two 
together. A friend of mine said once that for him, intense theological study was the only 
thing that enabled him to do the other. That is why for many years we gathered twice a 
year to read hard books: the criterion was, it has to be a book you wouldn’t otherwise 
have the discipline to read. We did a lot of good books that way, and a few bad ones.  
 
Some wag once said, “ministry is like being nibbled to death by ducks.” Quack! Quack! 
Quack! We would joke; here come the ducks! It is true, sometimes: you spend your time 
in the most inane discussions. The worship committee was once discussing whether the 
tin foil on the poinsettias should be green or red. After a very long discussion, the young 
man who was brand new suggested “plaid” and was told to leave the meeting! I 
encountered him in the hall, and he asked if it was always like that? Too often, yes, I 
replied.  
 
But ministry has its good moments too. Where else do you get to be with people in all 
kinds of times in their lives? When they have just had a baby, when they have just lost a 
parent — in all kinds of times you get the bittersweet privilege of being there.  
 
I remember a lady whose grandson had died in a car accident. But she was in the 
hospital and couldn’t go to his funeral. I went and sat with her until her family arrived 
after the burial. We just sat and talked; she talked mostly about her grandson. It was a 
precious time.  
 
I had been instructed once not to let the former pastor return for any reason.  The 
interim time was almost over, but those were my clear instructions, from the PNC and 
the presbytery. And of course, I was asked by a young woman if he could come back and 
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baptize her child. I had to tell her no. I explained why as best I could and they seemed to 
understand. The next thing I knew, they had moved to Montana! A retired Marine 
colonel who was friends with them came and told me off, reminding me that this former 
pastor had buried both of her parents in the last year, and should be allowed to come 
back for the baptism. He didn’t care what the presbytery said; it was just wrong.  
 
I think he was right. Everyone was afraid that the former pastor would intimidate the 
new pastor. But the new pastor wasn’t scared of him; they rarely are.   
 
There are successes that you have in ministry. Like when you are wrestling with God and 
you start to prevail.  Of course, you have to be careful, “pride goes before a fall,” and all 
of that. You can think you have a better idea, but God has a way of intervening.  Once 
there was a congregation intent on starting a contemporary worship service. I thought 
this idea was basically good, but bound to fail. I spent an hour one day telling the head 
of the committee why we should instead institute a comprehensive adult education 
program. I had good reasons. We talked for an hour. At the end he said he had a strange 
sort of headache. He went home. Later he didn’t remember anything I had said. We did 
start the contemporary service, and it was good. Twenty years later it is still going 
strong.  
 
In my own ministry, I see a pattern. I tend to arrive at congregations that are just 
coming out of a bad experience, or who need some transition to take place. In that way I 
am always an “interim” pastor. I was in a congregation for years before, during, and 
after a long interim. Then I went to a place that needed to transition to a new generation 
of leadership. We did that, but it wasn’t terribly great in the long run. Meanwhile I had 
gone to a place where the last pastor had made everyone mad for eleven years — and the 
interim made them really mad in just fourteen months! I don’t think I made too many 
people mad. We got through that, started a new program and worship service, and I left 
that place in pretty good shape. I went to another congregation, where the last pastor 
had barely lasted a year before he was booted out. I lasted fifteen years, before it was 
clearly time to move on.  And then I came here — where we have survived the challenge 
of COVID, and now we seek to rebuild and strengthen a congregation decimated by the 
pandemic experience, and the graduation of many of our youth. It’s always a challenge, 
when you wrestle with God.  
 
In all that time I have seen musicians come and go, as well as staff people and associate 
pastors. Some have left of their own free will. Some we were sad to see go. Others we 
had to give a little help. It’s always hard when have transitions,  as we will learn next 
Eastertide, when Susan Strickland hands in her organ shoes and takes off for the wild 
blue yonder.  
 
Jacob wrestles with God. What is he wrestling about? The next day (in chapter 33 of 
Genesis) we read that Jacob encounters his brother Esau. They have been estranged 
since Jacob stole Esau’s birthright; Esau vowed to kill him. But when they meet, it is 
long-lost brothers greeting each other and crying. They part friends. Of course, in our 
text Jacob doesn’t know any of that will happen. Perhaps he is nervous about what is 
coming.  
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Have you ever been so nervous you didn’t know what to do? I have. Once was the day 
that we celebrated the thirty-four years of ministry the senior pastor had given to a 
particular congregation. I was practically sick all day - no need, for the evening went 
beautifully.  
 
But there are times when you just don’t want to do what you know you must.  Like the 
time I got a phone call on a Saturday afternoon. Could I go over to the former pastor’s 
house and tell him and his wife that their oldest daughter had died? And then bring him 
to the hospital? I went over there, and Bill thought I was just dropping in to visit. 
Finally, I said, Bill, I have something I need to tell you. And I told him. He practically 
slumped to the floor. Then he pulled himself together, and went to get his wife. She 
came out and greeted me, and before she could say much more, Bill said, “David is here 
to tell us some news.” So I told her. The impact was also staggering to her. We drove to 
the hospital and I walked with them through that difficult week. I’d have preferred to be 
anywhere else. Maybe northern Idaho. I have told myself, you are the one who has to do 
this. Lord, give me strength! And God always does. No matter how difficult the task.  
 
So, sometimes you wrestle and win; other times you wrestle and lose. At times you 
wrestle but the ducks are biting away! All in all, for me, it’s been a lot of fun.  
 
But you didn’t come here today to hear about me:  you came to draw closer to God. And 
here’s the thing: as you try to draw close to God, you find yourself wrestling. You 
wrestled with yourself, your vision of your life, your desires. It feels as though you are 
wrestling with God. And you may be.  
 
But that isn’t the entire story. Look at the reading from Colossians. I recommend that 
you all re-read that today. It talks about how Jesus is the creator, the image of the 
invisible God. The word image is the Greek word eikon, the icon of the invisible God. 
Icons are usually seen as windows into the spiritual world. Jesus is the window into the 
spiritual realm, into the truth. He is the one in whom and for whom everything is made 
and exists. And in him all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell, to reconcile 
everything and everyone to God the Father.  
 
And so in that sense, he is King. Jesus Christ is the king, who rules over us all, 
benevolently and kindly, with love and grace, and occasionally, wrestles with us until we 
understand.  
 
Thanks be to God! Amen.  
 
 
 
 


