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FILLED BUT UNFULFILLED 

GENESIS 32:22-31 

LUKE 10:38-42 
 

 Something our family has always done a great deal is reminiscing about 
funny moments which have taken place in the past.  No one loves to do that 
more than my children and grandchildren.  One incident which happened to me 
some years ago still brings a smile to my face.  On the day I’m thinking about, I 
pulled into a gas station.  Soon after I placed the nozzle from the pump into my 
car’s gas tank, I began having problems.  The pump kept clicking off.  I would 
readjust the nozzle but to no avail. The more I fiddled with the nozzle and the 
hose, the sooner the pump would shut off.  Finally, when gasoline came spewing 
out of the tank, I went inside the station. 
 “There is something wrong with pump no. 2,” I said.  “Oh, people have 
trouble with that one all the time,” the attendant replied.  “Let me come out and 
show you how to do it.”  When the attendant put the hose in the car, the same 
thing happened.  It clicked off, and then the gasoline came spraying out.  “It’s 
full,” she said.  “Oh, no, that’s impossible,” I said.  “It’s empty.”  She tried it again.  
Still no luck.  “It’s full,” she repeated. 
 And then I knew.  I had brought the wrong car. 
 As I drove back home, to start all over again, I couldn’t help thinking that 
my car was filled, but I was unfulfilled!  Therein lies the paradox of our modern 
world, of the twenty-first century which you and I inhabit:  that we are both filled 
and unfulfilled people at the same time.   
 It was no different in the ancient world, of course.  Our lesson from the 
Hebrew Scriptures gives us a good perspective on a biblical figure who 
experienced plenty and poverty simultaneously.  For Jacob was a man who knew 
the fulfillment of the blessing of riches, but he also knew the unfulfillment of not 
receiving God’s blessing. 
 Jacob is the one whose name in Hebrew literally means The Supplanter” 
or “The Trickster.” If you remember anything about Jacob, it will usually be about 
him cheating his twin brother Esau out of his birthright and the way the two 
brothers were reconciled, thanks to Esau’s forgiving spirit. 
 You may remember that because Esau vowed to kill Jacob, “The 
Supplanter” removed himself far from the land of Canaan.  And although Jacob 
becomes exceedingly prosperous, a wealthy landowner who fathers twelve sons, 
still he is deeply dissatisfied.  As we read the book of genesis, it becomes clear 
that all of the camels and sheep and goats in all of Israel would not bring 
fulfillment to Jacob; for what he feels so keenly is the burden of his sin, the 



weight of his evil deeds, the fact that he has stolen a blessing but does not feel 
blessed. 
 Jacob knows that despite the great danger of seeking after Esau, he must 
make an attempt to make things right between them.  The Book of Genesis 
pictures well for us a man who is so haunted by his past that he is willing to risk 
everything—even death—to be at peace.  Jacob is like a criminal fleeing from the 
hand of justice who realizes that he must end his charade.  After twenty years, 
Jacob is tired of running away from his family and his God, and so he seeks to 
make amends. 
 Messengers announce to Esau that Jacob is wanting to arrange a reunion, 
and he sends peace offerings on ahead of his prize animals.  Before he arrives, 
however, Jacob prays—recalling God’s promise to him, even as he confesses his 
own unworthiness.  At the lowest ebb of his life, Jacob is a man who is 
chastened, who realizes the depth of his sinfulness and the seriousness of his 
plight. 
 After his prayer, Jacob crosses the Jabbok River and sends his servants 
and family before him.  Jacob is left alone, and this is where today’s passage 
opens.  It is that famous portion of Genesis 32 which describes Jacob wrestling 
with a man, as it says, “until the breaking of the day.”  We are not told the exact 
identity of Jacob’s partner in this wrestling match; only that the two of them 
appear to be equal in strength.  But finally, Jacob’s adversary touches his thigh 
and the bone is pulled out of joint.  Still Jacob hangs on, refusing to let go.  He 
says, “I will not let you go, unless you bless me.” 
 When the man asks Jacob his name, and he tells him, the man gives 
Jacob a new name.  Because he has proven himself worthy, the man says, “Your 
name shall no longer be called Jacob, but Israel, for you have striven with God 
and with men, and have prevailed.”  The name change is symbolic, of course, of 
a new identity.  No longer will Jacob have to resort to deceit or seek to supplant 
anyone.  No longer will he be merely filled, but he will be fulfilled. 
 Before the man leaves at daybreak, Jacob asks his name, but he declines 
to tell him.  But Jacob believes that the man is really God, and the passage 
closes by saying, “so Jacob called the name of the place Peniel, saying, ‘for i 
have seen god face to face, and yet my life is preserved.’”  And so Jacob is left 
with a powerful reminder of the rendezvous with his beloved enemy, with god, as 
he limps toward his meeting with Esau. 
 In our struggles to be fulfilled, we human beings may often feel that we too 
have wrestled all night with an angel.  For we know the irony of modern existence 
even as Jacob knew it; that while our lives are full, there is the gnawing feeling 
that something is missing, something vitally important. 
 Henri Nouwen has said that “we experience our days as filled with things 
to do, people to meet, projects to finish, letters to write, calls to make, 
appointments to keep.  Our lives seem like over packed suitcases bursting at the 
seams.  In fact,” he says, “We are almost always aware of being behind 
schedule.  There is a nagging sense that there are unfinished tasks, unfulfilled 
promises, and unrealized proposals.”  Indeed, Nouwen says that “There is 
always something else that we should have remembered, done, or said.  There 



are always people we did not speak to, write to, or visit.  Thus although we are 
very busy, we also have a lingering feeling of never really fulfilling our 
obligations.” 
 And yet even though it is disconcerting and anxiety-producing for us, 
being busy seems to be what we want—or at least we say it is.  For we associate 
being busy with our occupations.  Being busy and being important often go hand 
in hand in our minds.  It is even a status symbol to be busy.  “I suppose you’re 
busy as usual,” We will say to a friend or acquaintance—meaning it as a 
compliment.  Little wonder that retirement can sometimes be a painful and 
unsettling period of adjustment for men and women who have identified 
themselves so very much in terms of their professions.  And yet so many of you 
retirees have said to me, “I’m so busy now, I wonder when I found time to work!” 
 Henri Nouwen says that even “more enslaving than our occupations are 
our preoccupations.”  It was no different in Jesus’ day; people had their own 
industry, their own busy-ness, their own worry.  And just as the moving of God 
within Jacob prompted him to seek a fulfilled life, so a visit by Jesus caused 
Martha to reflect on the emptiness of her own filled life. 
 Our gospel lesson this morning from Luke talks about the preoccupation of 
Martha.  When Jesus came to her home, the passage tells us that “Martha was 
distracted with much serving.”  The joy of receiving the Lord into her home 
quickly gave way to the twin of being busy and that is worrying. 
 That too is part of the filled life on this planet in our own day and time.  A 
reporter once asked Nancy Reagan how she maintained a perfect size six figure.  
“I guess I just worry the weight off,” she said.  In our post 9-11 world, we have 
learned to be a nation of worriers—to be absorbed with a host of “what ifs” for our 
lives:  what if I lose my job?  What if I have to declare bankruptcy?  What if my 
child gets hooked on drugs?  What if I get cancer?  What if I get robbed?  What if 
I am the victim of a drive by, or a carjacking or a terrorist attack?  As individuals 
and as a country we are preoccupied with these and other possibilities; so much 
so that we are seldom able to trust the moment or truly live in the present.  
 Although Jacob sought to run from his past, it kept coming back to haunt 
and distract him.  That also was Martha’s state of mind—preoccupied, a worrier:  
“Lord, do you not care that my sister has left me to serve alone?  Tell her then to 
help me.”  It is clear from this remark that Martha is flustered, unhappy.  She is 
speaking out as one full of herself; but she is not able to respond to her guest or 
to her sister, Mary, who we read “sat at the Lord’s feet and listened to his 
teaching.” 
 So as we ponder the story of Mary and Martha, so too we must 
acknowledge that they each represent sides of ourselves.  And for many of us, it 
is the Martha—or Jacob before he became Israel—which is predominant.  Have 
you ever looked through old date books or calendars to be stunned and amazed 
by what you read?  That the engagements which you marked down, the events 
which seemed to matter so much have now been totally forgotten?  That times 
and places—and even people—have vanished from your consciousness? 
 In our New Testament lesson, it is Mary who has the right of things.  Jesus 
immediately recognizes that she is the one who is determined not to let the 



golden moments of her life pass by.  And so Jesus tells her sister, “Martha, 
Martha, you are anxious and troubled about many things; one thing is needful.  
Mary has chosen the good portion, which shall not be taken away from her.”  
Two sisters—one filled and the other unfulfilled.  And what a difference there is 
between the two. 
 Worry, boredom, busy-ness, resentment, depression all fragment our 
lives.  Nouwen says that you and I “know where we belong, but we keep being 
pulled away in many directions.  We are all over the place,” he says, “but seldom 
at home; we have an address but cannot be found there.”  The challenge of the 
Christian life is making peace with the Mary and Martha within each of us—the 
opposing sides of our own personalities; integrating the two in a whole and 
healthy way.  And yet we must acknowledge that seeking after fulfillment, finding 
the face of God, is a lifelong enterprise. 
 Frederick Buechner, the Presbyterian clergyman and writer, tells about a 
time in his life when that search to find God in Christ was very real.  Many years 
ago he was in Rome on Christmas Eve, and so he went to St. Peter’s to see the 
Pope celebrate mass.  Buechner says that December 24th came at the end of a 
Holy Year and thousands of Pilgrims from all over Europe came to the Vatican 
that evening.  It was not long until the great nave of the Basilica was filled.  And 
as they waited for the mass to begin, many began singing hymns of the season 
like “Adeste Fidelis” and “Helige Nacht,” which would catch on like a brushfire 
and then die away in the night. 
 Finally, after waiting for several hours, Buechner says that “there was 
suddenly a hush, and way off in the flickering distance I could see that the Swiss 
guard had entered with the golden throne on their shoulders, and the crowds 
pressed in toward the aisle, and in the burst of cheering the procession began to 
work its way forward.” 
 And then the writer speaks about the Pope, the man who is often referred 
to as “Christ’s Vicar on earth.”  And it seems that for this Protestant, anyway, 
watching the Pope was a stunning surprise.  For Frederick Buechner implies that 
he thought the Pontiff would be a man who looked as if he was entirely at peace 
and totally fulfilled.  But, as he remembers it, just the opposite was the case:  
What I remember most clearly, of course, is the Pope himself, Pius XII as he was 
then.  In all that renaissance of splendor with the Swiss Guard in their scarlet and 
gold, the Pope himself was vested in plainest white with only a white skullcap on 
the back of his head.  I can still see his face as he was carried by men on his 
throne—that lean, ascetic face, gray-skinned, with the high-bridged beak of a 
nose, his glasses glittering in the candlelight.  And as he passed by me he was 
leaning slightly forward and peering into the crowd with extraordinary intensity. 
 Through the thick lenses of his glasses his eyes were larger than life, and 
he peered into my face and into all the faces around me and behind me with a 
look so keen and so charged that I could not escape the feeling that he must be 
looking for someone in particular.  He was not a Potentate nodding and smiling to 
acknowledge the enthusiasm of the multitudes.  He was a man whose face 
seemed gray with waiting, whose eyes seemed huge and exhausted with 
searching, for someone, someone, who he thought might be there that night or 



any night, anywhere, but whom he had never found, and yet he kept looking.  
Face after face he searched for the face that he knew he would know—was it this 
one?  Was it this one?  Or this one?  And then he passed on out of my sight.  It 
was a powerful moment for me, and I felt that I knew whom he was looking for. 
 Who was that?  This Minister believes the Pope was not looking for the 
Christ within those thousands of Pilgrims, but rather he was seeking after the 
face of Christ himself. 
 Sometimes Christian people see the face of God as Jacob did, after 
wrestling in the dark night of the soul.  At other times, the face of God will come 
at a turning point in life, as it did for Martha.  And sometimes the face of God will 
appear to us in the face of one we know or even in the face of a stranger. 
 May the face of our God shine upon each of us in our journeys toward 
fulfillment. 
 
 


