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Frodo Baggins might be the least likely hero in all of English literature - and one of the 

most loved.  A simple hobbit, as he is described in JRR Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings books, Frodo 

is small, somewhat awkward, and not the least bit threatening.  Yet, like any good hero, he is 

called to complete a dangerous and vital task - to destroy the Ring of Power and, therefore, bring 

an end to evil and to the reign of the Dark Lord Sauron.  The books tell of his adventures, those 

who help him on the journey, the dangers he faces, and his ultimate success. 

 

It is a plot line with which we are all familiar. In literary terms, it is called a quest. In its 

simplest form, a hero or heroine is called to go on a journey in order to complete a task or achieve 

a goal.  Naturally, there is great risk and challenge involved, and the hero, usually a regular guy 

like you or me, must bravely overcome their fears and doubts.  This means reflecting on the 

meaning of their mission and the inner forces that hold them back.  Of course, this all takes great 

courage, and, inevitably, the hero or heroine is transformed through the experience.  The 

examples in our shared literature are nearly endless - from the medieval epic poem Beowulf to the 

adventures of a young wizard with a lightning bolt scar on his forehead.  

 

We love a good quest story - in part, I think, because we live our lives constantly aware of 

the forces for good and the forces of evil at work in the world, and we hang our hopes, our 

dreams, and our motivation to keep going on the belief that good will ultimately prevail.  But, I 

also think we see our own life journeys reflected in the journey of an epic hero whether those are 

the journeys we take when we travel or those we are thrust upon by the crises of life. 

 

We’re nearing the end of our “Awakened Traveler” sermon series which has carried us 

through the summer months of vacations, family trips, and new adventures.  Throughout the 

series, we have talked about literal travel and the ways in which God transforms us through 

encounters with new people and new places as well as metaphorical travel, the journeys we take 

within as we grow in faith and Spirit. 

 

Today, I’d like to focus on the times of risk and challenge, the moments of fear and self-

doubt, the self-reflection and courage that are all a part of the journey when the hero finds 

themself engaged in a wrestling match with threats from others or threats from within. 

 

But first let’s look at one of the great and flawed heroes of the Hebrew Bible - Jacob.  

Jacob and his twin brother, Esau, were born to Isaac and Rebekah.  Esau was born first and, 

therefore, held the rights of a first-born son.  He was strong, a hunter, and favored by their father.  

Jacob was quieter, more often stayed close to home, and was favored by their mother.  Jacob was 

also a trickster, who connived to get both his brother’s birthright and their father’s blessing.  Of 

course, this infuriated Esau, who threatened to kill him.  In fear for his life, Jacob ran away to 

Syria and, for the next twenty years, worked for their Uncle Laban, married two of Laban’s 

daughters, and accumulated great wealth.   
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Finally, there comes a time when God tells him to return to his homeland of Canaan.  

When Esau hears that Jacob is returning, he gathers 400 men to fight with him to avenge Jacob's 

treachery.  Jacob sends ahead messengers to Esau, hoping to negotiate a peaceful reconciliation 

but to no avail.  As Esau marches closer, Jacob takes his family across the river for safety and 

then spends a sleepless night alone.  All through the night, an unknown man wrestles with Jacob, 

ultimately injuring Jacob’s hip. Finally, as dawn breaks, the stranger says “let me go” but Jacob 

refuses until he receives the man’s blessing.  In giving his blessing, the man changes Jacob’s 

name to Israel because Jacob has wrestled with God and with humans and prevailed.  Jacob, in 

turn, names the place Peniel saying it was here that he saw the face of God and yet lived. 

 

It’s interesting to think about Jacob’s new name, Israel, because, of course, it shows us 

that this is a story not about just one man but about all of God’s people.  On their journey, the 

Jewish people, the people of Israel, have wrestled with God and with humans and prevailed.  We, 

who have inherited their stories, do the same.  We are imperfect, filled with doubts and fears and 

often selfish desires, yet we try to live faithfully.  Inevitably, this tension leads to wrestling 

matches with ourselves, with others, and with God. 

 

So, let’s look at that first on the literal level of traveling. If you have ever traveled or lived 

in someplace outside of your comfort zone, you know that almost always there comes a point of 

crisis.  It may be a period of profound homesickness.  It may be the discomfort of standing out as 

the person who is different or who doesn’t know the “right” way to do things.  It may be that you 

are surrounded by people you don’t know if you can trust, people who feel threatening.  It may be 

that you see or smell or hear things that are overwhelming in their intensity or difference.  It may 

be that you experience ways of life that you simply can’t make sense of or, alternatively, make 

much more sense than the way you are used to living. 

 

Traveling brings us into direct encounters with difference - and while that can be 

enlightening, it can also be disturbing or even frightening. To have a child, barely clothed and 

clearly starving, beg you for food or money.  To see the devotion with which a Muslim man lays 

out his prayer mat on the city sidewalk when he hears the call to prayer.  To recognize how vastly 

superior public transportation is in much of Europe to what is found in most of the US.  To 

become suddenly aware of the color of your skin when you never have been before.  To 

appreciate the joyous smile on the face of your toothless cab driver when you ask about his 

grandchildren.  To visit a melting glacier and see firsthand the devastating impact of global 

warming.  All of these are experiences that can jolt you out of complacency and into soul-

searching. 

 

Travel affords us any number of new experiences and opportunities that expand our 

worldview, thrill us, and teach us - but some of them also lead us into wrestling matches of our 

own.  Because when we travel with an open mind and an open heart, our encounters with others 

expose our own inner shadows - our biases, our privilege, our complicity, our insecurities - and 

we may find ourselves increasingly uncomfortable until we’ve taken the time to name what we 

are experiencing. 

 

Similarly, on the journey of life, we find ourselves in times of spiritual crisis, as well.  No 

one is spared those events and relationships that lead to dark nights of the soul - the death of a 

spouse, parent, or child, losing a job, struggling with addiction, depression, or anxiety, broken 
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relationships.  At some point, all of us find ourselves in the emotional upheaval of grief, fear, or 

despair. 

 

Ironically, like Jacob, these are often the circumstances in which we come to see the face 

of God.  It is God’s spirit that nudges us on our travels to question our lives and our choices. It is 

God’s spirit that carries us in the most painful times of our lives when we feel as though we can’t 

go on and yet we must. 

 

However, this only happens if we choose it - if we engage with the spirit of God as she 

nudges us toward deeper reflection.  Leading up to his sleepless night spent wrestling with this 

unknown man, Jacob made a choice.  Knowing that Esau was quickly approaching with his army 

of 400 men, he had to decide whether he would stay, meet up with Esau, and directly face his fear 

of the consequences of his own past behavior or if he would run, as he did twenty years before. 

 

Of course, we have these choices to make, as well.  When we reach a crisis point on the 

journey, will we walk through it with courage and face what challenges us or will we run?  When 

we visit a developing country and see children who are starving, will we acknowledge the guilt 

and discomfort we feel because comparatively we have so much or will we distance ourselves 

emotionally and turn away?  When we see the Muslim man in prayer, will we allow the image of 

his devotion to challenge our preconceptions about Islam or will we hang on to our fear and 

stereotypes?  When faced with the loss of a loved one, will we let grief do its work within us or 

will we push through in denial? 

 

Jacob’s story teaches us two things.  First, we will only be transformed into better people 

in this life if we engage with our own discomfort and fear.  And secondly, God will never leave us 

alone as we do.  Commentator Callie Plunket-Brewton writes, “Dark nights of the soul are part of 

the human experience, and few escape them. Whether we battle adversaries psychological or 

physical, the dawn does still come. The narrative of Genesis 32 promises that even a terrible, 

unsettling night can become a source of blessing.” 

 

Whether yours is a true quest like that of Frodo Baggins or a trip to a place that is new and 

uncomfortable to you, which could even be right nearby, or a journey through a time of pain and 

trial, God will transform you if you are willing to be transformed and God will never leave you.  

 

May it be so.  Amen.  


