T his wondrous, brief, enigmatic, rich passage from
Jacob’s story in Genesis is the subject of an equal-
ly wondrous, enigmatic, tich (though certainly not
brief) hymn by Charles Wesley. “Come, O thou travel-
er unknown,” which Wesley titled “Wrestling Jacob,”
first appeared in his Hymns and Sacved Poems of 1742,
five years before “Love divine, alf loves excelling,” and
three years after the first version of “Hark! The herald
angels sing.” Of its fourteen stanzas, four are included
in most hymnals when it appears at all. Carlton Young
did a great service to the church by including all the
stanzas in a text-only version (immediately after the
four-stanza version prepared for congregational
singing) in The United Methodist Hymnal.

Everyone reading this journal is familiar with
Charles Wesley. Erik Routley reminds us that, from
what Wesley calls his Methodist “conversion” on May
24, 1738, until his death fifty years later, he wrote
8,989 religious poems, of which something over 6,000
qualify as hymns. That would mean Wesley wrote an
average of 3.4 hymns per week, “assuming him to have
died in the act of writing.” All of our hymnals contain
several of Charles Wesley’s hymns, some of which we
sing probably more than once every year.

Yet I include this particular hymn in my series of
hymns we do not sing enough. There are two reasons
for this, I suspect. One reason is that the text is so
specifically associated with this particular scriprure,
which only appears in The Revised Common Lectionary
once in the three-year cycle, and then in the middle of
summer. The other reason is the difficulty in assigring
the text to an appropriate tune. RHOSYMEDRE is a pop-

ular match and is easily sung, but it fails to express the
struggle and anguish that Genesis describes and Wes-
ley paints so brilliantly. While it isn’t as much of an
affront to the text as sctting “O sacred head, now
wounded” to MORNING SONG, it is akin to setting that
passion hymn to AURELIA. The usc of the tune CAN-
DLER, based on the Scottish tune “Ye banks and braes”
in The United Methodist Hymnnl (#386), is quite inter-
esting, but not much more satisfying. Carlton Young
admits that Routley’s tune WOODBURY and the folk
tune VERNON (in Christian Harmony, the revised edi-
tion of 1873) are better matches, but neither is emi-
nently singable. T have only heard Routley’s tune sung
congregationally in the chapel at Westminster Choir
Coliege, hardly a typical parish gathering.

Even if we cannot do it musical justice, the text is
worth reading and re-reading. Even Wesley’s title,
“Wrestling Jacob,” operates on several levels. Are we
wrestling with Jacob? Are we to see ourselves as Jacob,
doing the wrestling? Or is this just a description of who
Jacob was, and who we are? The ambiguities continue
in the hymn itself, as they do in the scripture. In Gen-
esis, there is no place where we are specifically told that
Jacob wrestled with an angel; the text says “a man,”
and then suggests that Jacob wrestled with God, and
except for the injury to his hip, leaves open the possi-

 bility that he dreamed it all (there is some similarity to

the story of his dream about a ladder earlier in the
Jacob narrative). Wesley takes the ambiguity a step fur-
ther; already, in the third line of stanza three, he has
moved from Jacob’s struggle at Peniel to Wesley’s (and
our, the Christian reader might say) own struggle with
Christ, “the Man who died for me.” And, even then,
we find ourselves wrestling with our own sinfulness,
our human nature struggling against Christ, and our
intellect striving “till T thy name, thy nature know.”
As is gencrally true with Wesley, who wrote as some-

‘one who was imbued with scripture, this text makes

numerous allusions to passages other than the story.
The second stanza hints at Isaiah 49:16 (NRSV): “See,
I have inscribed you on the palms of my hands,” part
of the song of the Suffering Servant, part of a prophe-
cy of Israel’s return from exile. Stanza three touches
on Romans 5:8 (NRSV): “The proof of God’s amaz-
ing love is this: while we were yet sinners, Christ died
for us.” Stanza four, with its mention of the “unutter-
able name™ of God, rcaches back to Moses at the
burning bush {Exodus 3}, The fifth stanza reaches
back to II Corinthians 12:10 (NRSV): “Therefore 1
am content with weaknesses, insults, hardships, perse-
cutions, and calamities for the sake of Christ; for
whenever I am weak, then I am strong.” The subse-
quent stanzas make allusions to John 12:24 (fore-
telling Christ’s crucifixion), James 5:16, I Corinthians

April 2003 e Vol, 54, No. 2

The Hymn # 37



13:12, Matthew 28:20, Malachi 4:2, Colossians 1:5,
and Psalm 42; a more vigilant Biblical scholar would
probably find even more.

The hymn is an eighteenth-century evangelical Bible
study in the nature of personal redemption: the church
is called out of all history; all history points toward the
salvific work of Christ on the cross; and, while Christ’s
work is on behalf of all creation (“pure universal Love
thou art,” stanza nine, line 4), the primary concern is
with personal salvation. All of the scriptures alluded to
reflect a special relationship between God and a cho-
sen individual or group. Jacob’s wrestling match
becomes, for Charles Wesley, the model for Israel’s
exodus from Egypt and her Babylonian exile and
restoration, and for Christ’s death and resurrection. In
cach of these events, the people of God were lost, yet
never out of God’s love, and God’s love restored
them. Wesley clearly sees that as the pattern of his own
relationship with God, as well.

Yet there is also a larger struggle reflected here,
perhaps Wesley’s struggle with the Enlightenment.
Four of the first seven stanzas end with the line
“dll I thy name, thy nature know,” while the final
six stanzas conclude “thy nature, and thy name jg
Love.” The human desire to be able to know and
quantify our world and everything in it comes into
contact with Love, known yet never fully knowable.
We have the solution to the mystery leading to an
cven greater Mystery, and yet Wesley secems to find
this mystery comforting. It is enough to know that
God is love, without knowing entirely what that
means, and to live forever in the joy of Love’s pres-
ence. As a pietist and a scholar myself, T can respect
that resolution. There is also the pattern of guilt,
grace, and gratitude here, consistent with an evangeli-
cal, pietist understanding of the believer’s relationship.
with God.

It would be wonderful to have a tune for congrega-
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tional singing that could help unlock the intellectual
and emotional depths of this poetry. Yet, even then, it
would be difficult to sing even most of the text in a
tj('bical congregational situation. This is a hymn that
-an be preached, which I did last summer, using sev-
eral stanzas with a briefintroduction. T look forward to
dbing that again, or perhaps even making it a frame-
~ work for a hymn festival. It is a work of art that we

must allow to inspire more Christians. 1

" 1Genesis 32:24-30 from the New Revised Standard Version Bible,

“copyright @ 1989 by the Division of Christian Education of the
National Council of Churches of Christ in the U.8.A. Used by per-
mission. All rights reserved.
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