REAL LIFE: FIGHTING BACK

There is an old Norse legend about the god Thor. He was god of thunder: fierce,
strong and full of his own importance. He came across a land of giants who annoyed
him intensely by calling him “little man” (Size was an obsession even in those
days...) and Thor boasted that he could get the better of them in any competition.

So the King of the giants proposed three tests of strength. First: a drinking contest —
could Thor drain this large drinking horn filled with beer?

No problem, said Thor. I could drink the lot of you under the table.

He took several large gulps, looked to see how far the beer had gone down but the
level had not moved. He took another swallow, and another but still no difference. He
drank until he was sick and dizzy but still the level had hardly moved.

What a pity, said the King politely. Better luck next time.

When his hangover had finally cleared, Thor asked for the next contest.

How about a little weightlifting said the King?

I am the strongest of all the gods, shouted Thor, flexing his muscles.

There is no weight that I cannot lift.

Try my cat for a start, suggested the King, pointing to a large grey cat, a giant’s cat,
about the size of a lion but still no problem to the mighty Thor.

You’'re taking the mickey, he snarled, come here, cat and he put his arms under the cat.
It did not struggle but no way could Thor lift it off the ground. The most he did was
slightly raise one paw from the floor.

Oh dear, said the King, But the cat is rather large and you are only a little man.

As the steam started to come from Thor’s ears, the King moved to the final test:
wrestling? Someone nearer your own size perhaps?

And he pointed to a very old woman, hunched over, frail and withered.

Thor, who was not famous for chivalry, marched over to the old woman to grab her
but she got her arms around his neck and threw him to the ground. No matter how
hard he tried to get up, she kept him down. Sulkily he had to concede defeat.

Thor was very quiet for the rest of the evening but next day the King admitted that all
had not been quite as it seemed. That drinking horn had actually had one end in the
sea: Thor had been trying to drink all the waters of the sea. The cat was the great
serpent which held the entire world up in space. As for the elderly lady- she was old
age itself and sadly no-one, no matter how strong, can defeat old age. Thor had put up
a strong fight but he had been struggling with enemies he did not recognise.
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Life has always been something of a struggle hasn’t it? Just surviving- getting enough
food and shelter- has been and is still a struggle for many. Then there are the illnesses
which drag us down, relationships that hurt us badly, injustice in politics and in the
workplace and facing up to our own mortality: the prospect of death or bereavement.
There is always something, we say, always something to contend with.

Jacob-in the Bible story- had had his struggles. He had been born into an unfair social
system where the eldest brother inherited everything from their father. Jacob was the
younger- only by seconds- of twin boys and because of those few seconds he would
receive nothing and his brother would get everything.

He then suffered from a relationship with his mother which looked good- because he



was her favourite- but which did a lot of harm because rather than encourage him to
build up a friendship with his brother in the hopes that they would enjoy the family
estate together, she encouraged him to see himself as hard done by and justified in
cheating his brother. That was what had caused the family breakdown.

When Jacob ran away then to his uncle’s homestead, his uncle cheated him into
working seven years to marry his younger daughter only to marry him off to the older
one instead. He then had to work another seven years for the right girl, ending up with
two wives who did not get on and his home life was hell.

His relationship with the in-laws was going from bad to worse and Jacob could see
himself losing what little money and property he had managed to acquire in fourteen
years of hard labour He had a family to support and how was he to do it? He decided
to go back home and try patching up the quarrel with his brother.

The journey was not an easy one. Uncle sent some of his men after them to search
their luggage because he suspected them of stealing stuff from him, which they had
and thought it quite right after the way he had cheated Jacob; they got away with it
but now there was no way he could go back and what, he wondered, lay ahead?

So that last night, when Jacob had sent his family over the river and he himself sat
alone on the other side- what must have been going through his head? He had had to
fight all his life: fight the injustice of the system into which he had been born; fight
the destructive influence of his mother; fight the meanness of his uncle and the
divisions in his family; fight for his own survival.

And was he really strong enough to deal with all this? He had made huge mistakes;
other people had got the better of him- how much more could he take? It was as
though everything in life that had gone against him now faced him in this mysterious
stranger who suddenly appeared out of nowhere and challenged him to fight.

Jacob put everything into that fight: all the anger and frustration; the guilt and self-
pity welling up inside him. Unlike Thor, Jacob could recognise that this opponent was
not just another man but something of the very essence of life itself. He wrestled
furiously and neither gained an advantage over the other.

I want a blessing from you, panted Jacob, a true blessing. Not the results of all my
ducking and diving, wheeling and dealing. I want something real. I want the truth. [
want something that will tell me who you are and who I really am.

You are “he who struggles with God” said the stranger, and for that I will bless you.
An eerie story, isn’t it? But there is a lot of truth in it.
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There’s always something, we say, so we look for scapegoats: people to blame for our
pain and our failure. We take it out on our parents; we take it out on our brothers and
sisters; we take it out on our partners, our children, our friends, our colleagues. We
even snap at total strangers if we are having a really bad hair day. A lot of our close
relationships crumble because we demand too much of other people. We expect them
to make up for everything that’s gone wrong in our life and they cannot.

At the moment of course, as a nation, everything is Gordon Brown’s fault. Whether it
is rising fuel prices or falling house prices; the failure of the NHS or the war in
Afghanistan; knife crime, drug smuggling, greenhouse gases: it is all down to Gordon
Brown. We have to have someone to blame for all these problems and who better than
the Prime Minister?



But the truth of the matter is that there is no one person or even one group of people
entirely responsible for everything we have to struggle with.

You are not fighting flesh and blood, wrote St Paul once, you are wrestling with
powers beyond your control.

And he does have a point, doesn’t he? Life in itself is hugely complex and highly
unfair and this frustrates us. It can be the frustration at being born to parents who
abused them which leads paedophiles to take it out on other innocent children; it can
be the frustration at growing up in a poverty trap while others squander vast sums of
money that leads thieves to steal, attack and cheat other people; it can be the
frustration of a tragic bereavement which leads men and women to turn against their
nearest and dearest; it can be the frustration of trying to live within a vast, unwieldy
political system which brings a government down. We are not just fighting people of
flesh and blood. We are wrestling with powers which are beyond our control. We are
fighting life itself but, like Thor, we do not always recognise our true enemy.
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Jesus had this huge crowd of people gathered round him. They were hungry and how
were they all to be fed? The story goes that Jesus took a little food and miraculously
made it enough for everyone. Many people take this literally- Jesus physically
multiplied five loaves and two fish. Others suggest a different way of looking at it:
that Jesus, being what he was and saying what he said, somehow inspired all the
people in that crowd who were lucky enough or resourceful enough to have food, to
share it with those who had nothing. So everyone ended up with enough to eat.

I see no reason why Jesus, being the Son of God, could not have miraculously
multiplied food, although he did tell the devil earlier that that was not what he was
here for, but when I thought again about this story — you know, if instead he
persuaded all those people to share: those people who had been brought up to believe
that you got what you deserved in life, so if you were hungry it was your fault and
that food was only ever shared with your very closest friends; those people, for whom
food was not in plentiful supply and who had no guarantee of always having enough
to eat; if Jesus persuaded those people to share, then I think that would have been the
far more amazing miracle.

You see, even Jesus admitted that life was unfair. There was land where crops could
grow and land where they could not; there were safe places for food to be produced
and places plagued by pests and predators, drought and flood. There were people who
were naturally strong and astute when it came to providing for themselves and there
were people who were frail, not over-bright, who would struggle to survive. There
were Governments who would support the production of food for their people and
Governments who would seize everything for themselves. You hear all this in Jesus’
stories. There will always be those who have plenty and those who have not enough
because life is not fair.

But, suggests this particular story, there is a chance for it to be made fair. And that
chance lies in us. If we can find it in us to overcome our greed and selfishness, our
fears for ourselves and our families, the barriers that divide us from other people, and
share what we have, then there will be food enough to go round. And this is not just
Jesus talking “pi in the sky.” It is a well-publicised fact of life in 2008. Perhaps the
real enemy to be overcome is not life after all; it is ourselves and what is in us.



It was his own pride and arrogance that Thor really had to fight.

It was his own anger, jealously and guilt that Jacob wrestled with.

It is greed, fear and suspicion that must be overcome if everyone is to be fed.

And however you interpret the feeding of the five thousand, I do believe that this is
what Jesus was trying to teach us all along. He knew that life was cruel and unjust and
he wanted us to fight back. But we needed to recognise what it was that we were
fighting. It was no good taking it out on each other. The real enemy was what was
inside us and they say, don’t they, that what you most dislike in other people is what
you most dislike in yourself. And what you find most frustrating about life is what

you find most frustrating in yourself. The ultimate enemy is us.
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But then finally and strangely comes a twist: Jesus did not want us to hate ourselves;
to punish ourselves; as many of us do when life gets hard. He invited us to take it all
out on him, just as Jacob, all those years ago, had taken it out on God. Jesus wanted to
bear the fury and frustration, the pain and grief, the guilt and fear that the human race
was desperate to vent on someone. Because he could take it and he could bear it and
he could get the better of it. Then he could give us back our selves: free, clean and
with the power to make a fairer world as sons and daughters of God.

Let me finish with the way Adrian Plass explained this:

There must be some of us who want to climb up onto God’s lap like small children
and bash at his chest with our fists, and say “I hate you! I hate you! You knew what I
was feeling- you knew what needed to happen and you didn’t do it. You say you love
me but you don’t! If you did, you would have done something! I hate you!

When my son was very small he did exactly that once or twice. First he would be
really angry and then, when he had worn himself out with crossness, he’d cry, all
curled up on my lap. Then, when he’d cried the last drop of energy away, he’d just
fall asleep and I'd hold him for ages. And I think the important thing is that he had to
go through all that fighting and fretting to get the nasty spiky feelings out of himself
and he did it all in the safest place he knew, which was in my arms. God doesn’t mind
you being angry with him. He is used to taking the blame. In fact he would rather you
took it out on him than on somebody else.

Fight back with God and take out your anger and pain on him.

Then fight back alongside God and create his kingdom of justice, love and peace.
Amen.



