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Abstract 

The purpose of this study is to uncover the significance of Jacob’s wrestling in Genesis 32:24-

32.  Although the wrestling is a key feature of Jacob’s encounter, wrestling itself is almost 

completely absent from the rest of the Hebrew Bible.  This raises the question of why out of 

a number of possible interactions, it is wrestling that occurs.  This question is already 

suggested by interpretations within the reception history of this text that it could have been 

otherwise.  

This study investigates Jacob’s wrestling through the embodied philosophy of Maurice 

Merleau-Ponty and an ethnography of combat sport participants.  As a fellow participant, I 

enter into the experiences of Mixed Martial Arts fighters, wrestlers, and Brazilian Jiu-jitsu 

practitioners to understand its purpose and possible spiritual impact.  Through over 30 

interviews that are analysed in terms of Merleau-Ponty’s focus on the “flesh,” I am able to 

develop a body-focused and combat-calibrated approach with which to explore the 

significance of Jacob’s wrestling. 

This study tracks how Jacob’s wrestling intersects with the phenomena of body, gender, and 

violence.  This highlights a particular dynamic that is unique to the combative interaction 

Jacob has with his opponent, a figure that I term the man-God.  It is a dynamic that holds in 

tension a number of opposing qualities that almost appear to be reversible.  The bodies of 

Jacob and the man-God are built up as they are broken down, their genders emerge as they 

disappear, and they rival one another in their co-operative struggle.   

This study demonstrates that what is fundamental to this combative dynamic is both a 

struggle against and a struggle with.  This is a wrestling dynamic that incorporates both the 

embrace and resistance, something that sets it apart from other similar physical activities.  

This has important implications for understanding the intersubjectivity of Jacob and the man-

God in their encounter, in the wider Jacob story, and for combat sport in general.         
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Glossary 

Aikido A modern Japanese martial art that employs throws and wristlocks to 
redirect the opponent’s attacking force. 
 

Akhara A place for training in Indian martial arts, including wrestling.   
 

Brazilian Jiu-
jitsu (BJJ) 

A hybrid grappling style that emphasises ground techniques, such as arm 
and leg submissions, chokes, and fighting off one’s back. 
 

Bullpen As the name suggests, a fenced-off area adjoining the matted competition 
area, where BJJ athletes wait before competing.  
 

Cage Enclosed, chain-link area where MMA fighting occurs. 
 

Clinch The use of one’s hands and arms to control the opponent’s neck or arms.  
 

Dim mak Supposedly a secret Chinese technique applied to specific pressure points 
that cause lethal damage. 
 

Drilling Repetition of techniques with a partner or solo. 
 

Dojo Place where Japanese martial arts training occurs. 
 

“Feeling out” A relatively inactive phase of fighting where one attempts to gauge the 
opponent. 
 

Fireman’s 
carry 

A wrestling throw where one secures the opponent across both shoulders. 

Ground and 
pound 
 

Striking a downed opponent from a mounted position. 

Guard A position whereby the legs are wrapped around the opponent’s waist to 
control position and set up attacks or to reverse the position.  Passing guard 
is where the opponent manages to get the legs and hips to nullify the guard. 
 

Hold A very general term for an array of control and submission techniques. 
 

Jiu-jitsu A number of Japanese martial arts that use both grappling and striking; 
source of both judo and BJJ. 
 

Karate An Okinawan martial art that predominantly uses striking techniques. 
 

Kata A choreographed sequence of techniques that can be performed with a 
partner or solo. 

Kimura A double wrist lock submission that puts pressure on the shoulder.  It is used 
in BJJ, submission wrestling, and judo.  Its name is derived from the famous 
judoka Masahiko Kimura who used this technique to defeat Hélio Gracie in 
1951. 
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Kushti A form of Indian wrestling with a long history. 
 

Live wrestling Wrestling with medium to full resistance. 
 

Mount 
position 

A dominant grappling position where one sits on top of the opponent or to 
the side (in a side-control position) with one’s chest on the opponent’s 
chest. 
 

Muay Thai A Thai style of boxing that utilises punches, elbows, knees, kicks, and 
clinching. 
 

Olympic 
wrestling 

Sport wrestling, as opposed to entertainment wrestling, that consists of two 
styles: freestyle, which allows the use of arms and legs to hold the opponent 
above and below the waist; and Greco-Roman, which excludes holds below 
the waist or leg trips. 
 

Open-mat So-called when there is no instruction, and one can use the mats for practice 
or rolling. 
 

Palaestra An ancient Greek wrestling school.   
 

Pankration An ancient Greek combat sport that utilised striking and submission 
wrestling. 
 

Pin Holding the opponent’s shoulders on the ground for a set period of time. 
 

Professor Title for one who has a black belt in BJJ. 
 

Rear-naked 
choke 
 

Arm choke around the neck, applied from the rear. 

Rolling Typically, BJJ grappling with others at various levels of intensity. 
 

Shark bait Where one person fights or rolls continually against rested opponents. 
 

Sparring Practice fighting of various intensities that is typically stand-up. 
 

Stand-up Styles and kinds of fighting where participants remain standing. 
 

Submission A choke or joint lock intended to make the opponent submit. 
 

Tap A physical or verbal gesture that signals submission to the opponent’s 
submission technique. 
 

Triangle choke A blood choke caused by encircling the opponent’s neck and one arm with 
the legs in a triangle configuration. 
 

Underhook A type of wrestling clinch where an arm is put under the opponent’s arm; 
both arms under are double underhooks, and one arm is an overhook.  
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Wing Chun A traditional Chinese martial that emphasises rapid hand movements and a 
high stance; popularised through the Ip Man films. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Genesis 32:22-32 

22The same night [Jacob] got up and took his two wives, his two maids, and 

his eleven children, and crossed the ford of the Jabbok. 23He took them and 

sent them across the stream, and likewise everything that he had. 24Jacob 

was left alone; and a man wrestled with him until daybreak. 25When the man 

saw that he did not prevail against Jacob, he struck him on the hip socket; 

and Jacob’s hip was put out of joint as he wrestled with him. 26Then he said, 

“Let me go, for the day is breaking.”  But Jacob said, “I will not let you go, 

unless you bless me.” 27So he said to him, “What is your name?”  And he 

said, “Jacob.” 28Then the man said, “You shall no longer be called Jacob, but 

Israel, for you have striven with God and with humans, and have prevailed.” 

29Then Jacob asked him, “Please tell me your name.”  But he said, “Why is it 

that you ask my name?”  And there he blessed him. 30So Jacob called the 

place Peniel, saying, “For I have seen God face to face, and yet my life is 

preserved.” 31The sun rose upon him as he passed Penuel, limping because 

of his hip. 32Therefore to this day the Israelites do not the thigh muscle that 

is on the hip socket, because he struck Jacob on the hip socket at the thigh 

muscle.1 

All night long, Jacob wrestles with a man.  There is hurt and there is talk.  Jacob comes away 

changed, believing that he has faced a divine being.  Details aside, that is pretty much the 

bones of it.  However, these bones have a long history of being fleshed and re-fleshed.  For 

over two millennia, this ancient biblical story has accumulated numerous variations, through 

discussions and debates, depictions and theories.  Even in its original form—or, at least how 

it appears in the Hebrew Bible/Old Testament—this is a story on the move.  Jacob’s struggle 

with a man (vv. 24-28), whom he then identifies as God (v. 30), looks both backwards and 

forwards.  It looks backwards to what scholars following James Frazer (1854-1941) argue is an 

 
1 This is the NRSV English translation, which I will be using throughout, unless otherwise stated. 
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earlier folktale of a hero struggling with a river-spirit in order to gain some power or passage 

across the Jabbok.2  It looks forwards, most immediately, to another biblical appearance in 

Hosea 12:4, where the prophet asserts that Jacob “strove with the angel.”3 

However, despite these variations, one detail has remained largely unchanged.  And that is, 

Jacob wrestled.  This is intriguing insofar as it occurs as part of what scholars consider a key 

spiritual experience in Jacob’s life, and subsequently in the religious history of the people of 

Israel.4  Of Jacob’s wrestling encounter and subsequent meeting with his estranged brother 

Esau (Genesis 33:4-11), Clare Amos comments: “One can meet God in a variety of ways, but 

the two different means by which Jacob meets God approach the profoundest insights of 

biblical spirituality.”5  Of the blessing that Jacob receives for his combative persistence, Claus 

Westermann notes: “In no other place in the Old Testament can blessing be won through a 

struggle.”6  The significance of Jacob’s wrestling has also continued to be a point of interest 

in the story’s reception history.  My own interest in the story then is why the wrestling.  What 

is it about wrestling itself that makes it so important to the interaction between Jacob and 

the man, later identified as God, the figure I will often simply call the man-God?7  What does 

wrestling make possible, and what does it problematise in their interaction? 

This seems a simple enough inquiry, but is actually rather challenging given the story’s sparse 

details and overall ambiguity. Various scholars have judged this an “enigmatic” story that is 

 
2 See James G. Frazer, Folklore in the Old Testament: Studies in Comparative Religion, Legend and Law, vol. 2 
(London: Macmillan and Co, 1918), 410-25; and Theodor Gaster, Myth, Legend, and Custom in the Old 
Testament: A Comparative Study, with Chapters from Sir James G. Frazer’s ‘Folklore in the Old Testament’  
(New York: Harper & Row, 1969), 205-12. 
3 In the preceding verse, the author also states that Jacob “strove with God.” 
4 Numerous commentators use words like “central,” “integral,” “momentous,” and “climax,” to describe the 
importance of this combative encounter to the broader story of Jacob, including an understanding of his 
character.  For example, see Bill T. Arnold, Encountering the Book of Genesis: A Study of Its content and Issues, 
EBS (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1998), 133; Gordon Wenham sees it as “momentous,” and refers to Stephen 
Geller, Erhard Blum, George W. Coats, and Claus Westermann as scholars who identify this “episode [as] an 
integral part of J’s [Yahwist’s] account of Jacob,” in Genesis 16-50, WBC (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1994), 294; 
Nahum M. Sarna, Genesis, JPS Torah Commentary (Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society, 1989), 404; 
and Ronald S. Hendel who describes this event as the “climax” of Jacob’s career as an “Israelite hero,” in The 
Epic of the Patriarch: The Jacob Cycle and the Narrative Traditions of Canaan and Israel (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University, 1987), 103.       

5 Clare Amos, “Genesis,” in Daniel Patte, ed., Global Bible Commentary (Nashville: Abingdon, 2004), 13. 
6 Westermann, Genesis 12-36: A Commentary, trans. John J. Scullion, vol. 2 (London: SPCK, 1985) 518. 
7 I do not intend any Christian notion of incarnation here.  “Man-God” serves as a short hand that retains the 
ambiguity of this figure. 
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“notoriously difficult to interpret.”8  There are plenty of questions with multiple answers, that 

already start at the beginning of the story.9  Did Jacob cross the Jabbok River prior to 

wrestling?  Verse 22 suggests that he did, while v. 23 implies that he did not.  Who did Jacob 

wrestle?  As already mentioned, vv. 24-28 say a man (perhaps Esau), v. 30 indicates God, and 

then there is the possibility of a river-spirit.  How is Jacob injured (v. 25)?  The disabling contact 

can be interpreted as either a physical blow or some kind of supernatural touch.  What is 

Jacob’s injury?  This has been interpreted as either damage to the hip socket (as in the NRSV 

translation above) or to the groin area.10  What does the blessing (v. 29)—or possibly 

blessings—refer to?  Some interpret this as the covenantal blessing here, and some see the 

new name Israel as an additional blessing.  What is the correct spelling of the renamed site?  

Here we have either Peniel (v. 30) and Penuel (v. 31).  What is the outcome of the wrestling 

match?  Verses 25 and 29 tell us that Jacob prevails, although v. 30 suggests he is lucky to be 

alive (however that might relate to the wrestling).  In between these alternatives lies the 

possibility that it ended in a draw.     

A number of these questions directly involve the wrestling.  Even some of those that appear 

not to, on closer examination, arise because the wrestling has occurred.  Talk of the blessing 

arises out of the constraining hold Jacob has on the man-God (v. 26).  And the new name is in 

some way connected to Jacob’s wrestling effort (v. 28).  The wrestling is much more than J. P. 

Fokkelman’s “preamble to the most important part of the scene, the dialogue of [vv. 26-

29].”11  Not only does it initiate and inform the dialogue between Jacob and the man-God, it 

is already a material form of dialogue in itself.   

Fokkelman’s bifurcation of the story clearly privileges the words over the wrestling, with no 

obvious justification for this from the story itself.  This appears to confirm a general tendency 

of some scholars to privilege the word over the body, with the latter considered to be a 

 
8 See Stephen A. Geller, “The Struggle at the Jabbok: The Uses of Enigma in a Biblical Narrative,” Journal of the 
Ancient Near Eastern Society 14 (1982), 37-60; and Kevin Walton, Thou Traveller Unknown: The Presence and 
Absence of God in the Jacob Narrative (Milton Keynes, UK: Paternoster, 2003), 66. 
9 A list of some of these questions and answers can be found in: Walton, Thou Traveller Unknown, 66-67; and 
C. T. R. Hayward, Interpretations of the Name Israel in Ancient Judaism and Some Early Christian Writings: 
From Victorious Athlete to Heavenly Champion (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 23. 
10 See Victor P. Hamilton, The Book of Genesis: Chapters 18-50, NICOT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995), 331. 
11 Pace J. P Fokkelman in his commentary Narrative Art in Genesis: Specimens of Stylistic and Structural 
Analysis (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 1991), 213. 
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problem.12  Terence Fretheim specifically identifies this within biblical scholarship: “It is often 

said that the word spoken is the focus of the theophany.  But the fact that there is always 

some empirical reference to God’s appearances, something concrete and tangible associated 

with them, has not been sufficiently appreciated.”13 

The problem of the body then, is the problem of its absence.  In particular, it is the problem 

of the God who has no body.  But this problem is not a simple absence which might be 

suggested by a number of biblical passages.  For example, the Israelites are prohibited from 

making images because they only heard God speak the commandments, but they did not see 

his “form” (Deuteronomy 4:12).14  But, as José Costa points out, this “does not in any way 

imply that God lacks a body: this may simply have remained hidden, at least for most of the 

[Israelites].”15  And that is effectively the not so simple problem of God’s body, namely, that 

God has a body that is both absent and present. 

This ambiguous body is unevenly depicted in the Hebrew Bible.  God appears in “human form” 

(Ezekiel 1:26), with “loins” (v. 27).  He has a “back” and a “hand,” and he has a “face” that 

must not be seen (Exodus 33:20-23), along with “feet” (Exodus 24:10-11), “hair” and clothing 

(Daniel 7:9; Isaiah 6:1).16  But what is present is made equally conspicuous by what is absent.  

As Howard Eilberg-Schwartz points out, the human form of God is but a “semblance,” with 

missing details, such as whether or not God’s loins mean genitalia.17  And more broadly, 

Ronald Hendel notes that “God may walk and talk with the ancestors, but the reader does not 

‘see’ God’s body in the stories.”18   

 
12 For a helpful overview of the problem of the body, see Bryan S. Turner, “Introduction: The Turn of the 
Body,” in Bryan S. Turner, ed., Routledge Handbook of Body Studies (London: Routledge, 2012), 1-17. 
13 Terence E. Fretheim, The Suffering of God: An Old Testament Perspective (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 
1984), 84. 
14 I will generally retain the text’s masculine pronoun for God throughout this study, unless I am presenting 
alternative readings. 
15 José Costa, “The Body of God in Ancient Rabbinic Judaism: Problems of Interpretation,” Revue de l’histoire 
des religions 227.3 (2010), 290.  
16 See Howard Eilberg-Schwartz, “The Problem of the Body for the People of the Book,” in Timothy K. Beal and 
David M. Gunn, eds., Reading Bibles, Writing Bodies: Identity and the Book (London: Routledge, 1997), 45-47.  
17 Ibid., 47. 
18 Ronald S. Hendel, “Aniconism and Anthropomorphism in Ancient Israel,” in Karel van der Toorn, ed., The 
Image and the Book: Iconic Cults, Aniconism, and the Rise of Book Religion in Israel and the Ancient Near East 
(Louvain: Peeters, 1997), 223. 
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But according to Andreas Wagner, the omissions are intentional, in that the only body parts 

that are given are the ones that (materially and verbally) represent God’s interaction with the 

world.19  The authors of the Hebrew Bible are concerned with God’s discrete body parts for 

their function and not in their material form per se.20  God’s genitalia are not depicted 

because, “unlike humans, God cannot be confined to one gender.”21  Jacob’s encounter with 

the man-God is an ideal story to foreground this debate because the physicality of wrestling 

speaks to the body that is both absent and present, as well as issues of function versus form.   

The same body that the wrestling forces us to take seriously, is also the one that troubles us.  

If we accept Jacob’s conclusion that he has seen God in his encounter, then that means God 

wrestled with him.  And if that is so, then God also struck him for no better immediate reason 

than to dominate him.  If Jacob’s opponent is an angel instead, all the same points still hold.  

Either way, God or angel—neither of whom are averse to violence for a “good” cause22—

appear in a very poor light.  It is fitting then that Thomas Römer includes this incident in a 

book that surveys God’s deeply troubling behaviour in a chapter entitled “Is God Cruel?” in 

his book Dark God.23     

However, the way that Römer interprets Jacob’s encounter in parallel with a much more 

terrible episode makes it darker than it really is.  He pairs Jacob’s encounter with the “more 

radical and ‘demonic’” encounter where God attempts to kill Moses (Exodus 4:24-26).24  This 

is a pithy story, also highly ambiguous, with obvious parallels. 

24On the way, at a place where they spent the night, the LORD met him and 

tried to kill him. 25But Zipporah took a flint and cut off her son’s foreskin, and 

touched Moses’ feet with it, and said, “truly you are a bridegroom of blood 

 
19 Andreas Wagner, Gottes Körper: Zur alttestamentlichen Vorstellung der Menschengestaltigkeit Gottes 
(Gütersloh, Germany: Gütersloher Verlagshaus, 2010), 85-166.  
20 Ibid., 156-58. 
21 “Bei aller Gleichartigkeit mit dem Menschen ist dies ein Unterschied, dass Gott sich nicht auf ein Geschlecht 
festlegen lässt.”  Ibid., 158. 
22 Both God and the angel called “the destroyer” are named as the agents who kill the Egyptian firstborn 
(Exodus 12:23). 
23 Thomas Römer, Dark God: Cruelty, Sex, and Violence in the Old Testament (New York: Paulist, 2013), 63-69.  
24 Ibid., 62-69.  For an overview of the textual issues and main interpretive approaches, see Brevard Childs, The 
Book of Exodus: A Critical, Theological Commentary (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1974), 90-104. 
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to me!” 26So he let him alone.  It was then she said, “A bridegroom of blood 

by circumcision.”  

According to Römer, the Jacob and Moses encounters are two examples “in which God is seen 

to be close to human beings, but for the purpose of eliminating them.”25  Despite this hostile 

intention—or somehow because of it—God “transforms” them.“26  The problem with this is 

that the man-God does not attempt to “eliminate” Jacob.  He wrestles with him and he hurts 

him.  Granted, Jacob feels threatened enough by the man-God to exclaim: “For I have seen 

God face to face, and yet my life is preserved” (Genesis 32:30).  But it is not clear how this 

experience fits into a wrestling encounter that occurred in the dark (vv. 22, 26), nor how it 

might change the wrestling into something amounting to an attempt at murder.   

The reverse situation seems to hold for Römer’s point about both figures being transformed.  

This is clearly the case with Jacob, who is renamed Israel and able to face his estranged 

brother Esau (Genesis 33:1-3).  I do not think this is as obvious for Moses, whom Römer tells 

us “changes his status in relation to circumcision.”27  There is certainly nothing like God trying 

to kill you to do that!  Actually, the encounter that really transforms Moses’ life has already 

occurred at the burning bush (Exodus 3:1-12), which is what makes God’s attempt on his life 

here so puzzling. 

This has some important implications for my study of the wrestling in Jacob’s encounter.  

While the wrestling includes the man-God’s vicious attack, this is not a deadly encounter.  In 

fact, the close proximity of the bodies suggests a certain kind of intimacy.  So, how does 

wrestling both achieve and reveal intersecting experiences as seemingly different as 

aggression and intimacy?  And how does this illuminate Jacob’s encounter in itself, and the 

broader story of Jacob?  For Jacob’s struggle does not occur solely in his encounter with the 

man-God.28  His birth occurs in terms of a struggle with Esau (Genesis 25: 21-26) that plays 

out with him and others right up to his encounter.  Even his wife Rachel’s struggle with her 

sister (and God) to bear a child for Jacob is described as wrestling (Genesis 30:8). 

 
25 Ibid., 62-63. 
26 Ibid., 63, 66. 
27 Ibid., 66. 
28 Michael Fishbane, Biblical Text and Texture: A Literary Reading of Selected Texts (Oxford: Oneworld, 1998),  
52-53. 
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Despite this common theme, there is very little description of the wrestling itself.  The word 

for Jacob’s wrestling (ʾābaq) only appears in the Hebrew Bible the two times it occurs in his 

encounter (vv. 25 and 26).29  Likewise, the translation of pātal for Rachel’s wrestling only 

occurs in Genesis 30:8.30  However, we can gain some idea of Jacob’s wrestling from the way 

the word ʾābaq interacts with other homophones.  The word ʾābaq word-plays with the river 

yabbōq (v. 23), the hero yaʾăqōb (vv. 25 and 26), and suggests the related noun ʾābāq or 

“dust,” which captures the earthiness of wrestling.31  It also resonates backwards and 

forwards to Esau: backwards to Jacob’s struggle for Esau’s ʿāqēb or “heel” in the womb 

(Genesis 25:26), and forwards to Genesis 33:4, to his unexpected ḥabaq or “embrace” with 

Esau.32  Victor Hamilton describes this verbal link between Jacob and Esau as Jacob’s 

“embrace for fighting” with the man-God, and Jacob’s “embrace for greeting” in his reunion 

with Esau.33 

The dearth of detail regarding wrestling extends to the rest of the Hebrew Bible.  However, 

one scholar, Cyrus Gordon argues that some passages refer to the belt worn in belt-

wrestling.34  In their early history of wrestling, Gerald Morton and George O’Brien reproduce 

Gordon’s findings.  After referring to Jacob’s wrestling, they add:   

The Jews wrestled wearing a distinctive belt which was a prized possession.  

Leaders were often successful wrestlers as is suggested when Judah is recognized 

by his staff, signet and belt (Genesis 38:18).  The Messiah is to wear a belt of 

righteousness (Isaiah 11:5) that is, to be a wrestling champion in the struggle of 

good and evil.  The frequent injunction to gird one’s loins is a metaphor from belt 

 
29 Wenham, Genesis 16-50, 295.  The verses in the Hebrew text of Genesis 32 differ by one more than the 
English translation.  Hence, the verse numbers here are 26 and 27.   
30 For a brief summary of interpretations of pātal (ּפַתל) and the related napttālî (ִלי  the name of Rachel’s ,(ַנְפתָּ

son, as per Genesis 30:8, see Wenham, Genesis 16-50, 245-46. 
31 See Geller, “Struggle at the Jabbok,” 40; and Wenham, Genesis 16-50, 295.  For “wrestling” (’ābaq, ַבק  and (אָּ

“dust” (’ābāq, ק בָּ  :see Victor P. Hamilton, The Book of Genesis: Chapters 18-50, NICOT (Grand Rapids ,(אָּ
Eerdmans, 1995), 329.  Add one more for the Hebrew verse numbers. 
32 See Fishbane, Biblical Text and Texture, 52-53; Fokkelman, Narrative Art in Genesis, 210; and Hamilton, The 
Book of Genesis, 329. 
33 Hamilton, The Book of Genesis, 329. 
34 See Cyrus H. Gordon’s article “Belt-wrestling in the Bible World,” HUCA 23 (1950-51), 131-36; and his book 
Ugaritic Literature: A Comprehensive Translation of the Poetic and Prose Texts (Rome: Pontificium Institutum 
Biblicum, 1949),  134.  For biblical scholars who follow his lead, see Jack M. Sasson, “Reflections on an Unusual 
Practice Reported in ARM X:4,” Orientalia 43 (1974); 404-10; Etan Levine, “The Wrestling-belt Legacy in the 
New Testament,” New Testament Studies 28.4 (1982), 560-64; and Michael E. Gudorf, “The Use of ΠΑΛΗ in 
Ephesians 6:12,” JBL (1998), 331-35.  
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wrestling that attests to the popularity of the sport among the people of ancient 

Israel.35   

Gordon is particularly interested in a battle between soldiers of Saul’s army (headed by Abner) 

and David’s army (headed by Joab), which he characterises as “bloodily rough sport” (2 

Samuel 2:12-23).36  After the initial contest of armed combat, Asahel (Joab’s brother) chases 

Abner. 

20Then Abner looked back and said, “Is it you, Asahel?”  He answered, “Yes, 

it is.”  21Abner said to him, “Turn to your right or to your left, and seize one 

of the young men, and take his spoil [ḥălîṣâ].”  But Asahel would not turn 

away from following him.  22Abner said again to Asahel, “Turn away from 

following; why would I strike you to the ground?  How then could I show my 

face to your brother Joab?”  23But he refused to turn away.  So Abner struck 

him in the stomach with the butt of his spear, so that the spear came out at 

his back. 

Gordon explains that Abner is telling Asahel to cease pursuing him, and instead, “pursue some 

other warrior whom he could seize and strip of his [ḥălîṣâ] ‘wrestling-belt,’ the most prized of 

heroic trophies.”37  He identifies a wrestling-belt here because of the linguistic similarity 

between the Accadian word for belt (ḫilṣu) and the Hebrew word for waist (ḥălaṣîm), where 

the belt would be worn.38   

But some scholars dispute Gordon’s arguments for belt-wrestling in the Hebrew Bible.  While 

A. A. Anderson thinks Gordon “may well be right” about a wrestling belt in 2 Samuel 2:21, he 

correctly points out that this does not indicate that any belt-wrestling took place.39  The 

preceding combat is a bloody affair where death comes by sword, and no other kind of 

fighting is mentioned (vv. 14-17).  H. L. Ginsberg confidently states that “wrestling-belts are 

never mentioned in the Bible.”40  He calls into question Gordon’s identification of a wrestling-

 
35 Gerald W. Morton and George O’Brien, Wrestling to Rasslin’: Ancient Sport to American Spectacle (Bowling 
Green, OH: Bowling Green State University Popular Press, 1985), 14. 
36 Gordon, “Belt-wrestling in the Bible World,” 132. 
37 Ibid. 
38 Ibid. 
39 A. A. Anderson, 2 Samuel, WBC (Dallas: Word Books, 1989), 44. 
40 H. L. Ginsberg, “Interpreting Ugaritic Texts,” Journal of the American Oriental Society 70. 3 (1950), 158.    
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belt in Job 38:3; 40:7; and Isaiah 32:11.41  Instead, he argues that the references in Job allude 

to “the belt of a warrior…who is hampered in his movements when his kilt is loose” (hence, 

the girding up of the loins), and the one in Isaiah to sackcloth worn for mourning.42  Jack 

Sasson, who has offered his own speculations, gives the verdict that “Gordon’s stance has 

neither been rejected nor refuted.” 43   But this does little to establish belt-wrestling in the 

Hebrew Bible as anything more than a possibility.  As things stand, Ulrich Hübner makes the 

most judicious assessment: “Attempts to show evidence of wrestling in the [Hebrew Bible] (2 

Samuel 18:11; Isaiah 11:5; and Job 38:3; 40:7) by and large fail to convince, even if it is possible 

that it was actually carried out occasionally, as can easily be demonstrated for the Ancient 

Near East and neighbouring areas.”44 

We are left then with a key biblical encounter which is marked by a form of interaction that 

is effectively singular, and vague.  Jacob wrestling with the man-God is at once a space that is 

both vacant and fecund.  We would already expect a sense of this potency and enigma just 

from the two figures.  But as I will argue, it is their interaction in the form of wrestling that 

unleashes it.  So, my intention is to take a phenomenological approach and “go back to the 

things themselves.”45  That is, to go back to the thing of wrestling itself and closely examine 

it.   

I will be guided by several key questions, some of which I have already raised.  These include: 

What is it about wrestling itself that makes it so important to the interaction between Jacob 

and the man-God?  What does wrestling make possible between them?  How does it 

problematise their interaction?  How does their wrestling interaction shape the larger story 

of Jacob?  All these questions have a certain comparative element to them.  So, the first 

question could also be asked as: What significant quality might wrestling contribute to Jacob 

and the man-God’s interaction that dancing does not?  Similarly, both the possibilities and 

problems offered by wrestling can be compared to those offered by dancing.               

 
41 Ibid. 
42 Ibid. 
43 Sasson, “Reflections on an Unusual Practice Reported in ARM X:4,” 404.   
44 Translation of original German text.  See Ulrich Hübner, Spiele und Spielzeug im antiken Palästina 
(Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1992), 18.  
45 Dermot Moran, Introduction to Phenomenology (London: Routledge, 2000), 1-22. 
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In order to work through these questions, I will follow a certain route.  Actually, it is more like 

a fight plan, which I frame in terms of a fight show that I attend with a number of other 

enthusiasts.  Hence, I section each of the following chapters according to the line-up of fights 

in a show.  Approaching this study in dependence on others is fundamental to my study, as 

no one wrestles alone.  I have already drawn on a number of different scholars in this chapter, 

and I will continue to interact with a range of people throughout the study. 

In the next two chapters, I will survey the reception history of Jacob’s encounter.  Here I am 

interested in the thoughts and experiences of various others who have stepped into that 

vacant and fecund space I mentioned earlier.  My aim is to prime my key questions.  These 

questions are mainly concerned with the significance of the wrestling to Jacob’s encounter.  

But I cannot really ask these if I do not know what wrestling is and as it fits into the encounter.  

Therefore, I will uncover what others have written and produced about the following aspects 

of the encounter: the identity of the man-God, the nature of the wrestling, the nature of the 

disabling contact, the specifics of Jacob’s injury, and the outcome of the wrestling.   

I have titled these chapters as “Preliminary Fights,” much like those opening the amateur 

Mixed Martial Arts (MMA) fight shows I attended, as part of my attempt to understand 

Jacob’s encounter.  Designating the reception history as fights is not just a play on Jacob’s 

wrestling, but also makes good (metaphorical and plain) sense of the many interpretive 

struggles over his encounter.  These reception history chapters are a preliminary review of a 

long history of interpretative engagements with Jacob’s encounter.  But this review is more 

than just a historical exercise.  It is a reminder that while each engagement is a first time 

stepping into the vacant space of this encounter, it is always already someone else’s first 

space.  And in that sense, the space is actually not that vacant.  It is also a reminder of the 

fecundity of the space in that each new engagement can bring new life to an old one.  I seek 

to do just that in the later chapters that are entitled “Main Fights.” 

Before I do this, I will explain my methodology in a chapter entitled “Big Break.”  As in a fight 

show, I am taking a break in between the preliminary fights and the main ones.  In this chapter 

I will present my theoretical framework and the various approaches that I use to bring some 

new voices to the reception history of Jacob’s encounter.  My theoretical framework is based 

on Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s (1908-61) phenomenology of the body and his later ontology of 
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what he calls the “flesh.”  It is a way of getting back to the things themselves through our 

bodies, and ultimately as embodied creatures interconnected in the great texture of life.  It 

also recognises the way our bodies encroach upon one another across space-time.   

This licences my intersubjective approaches to engaging with Jacob’s encounter.  It brings 

together the preliminary voices of the reception history chapters and the voices of combat 

sport participants, to continue the reception history of the encounter.  The latter voices have 

been heard initially in one-on-one interviews, but will now speak again in dialogues that join 

my voice in our attempts to answer the key questions of the encounter.   

In asking these questions, we become part of a new encounter.  Each of these encounters 

make up the next three chapters of the “Main Fights.”  They are dialogues that are shaped by 

themes that emerged from the interviews.  These themes of body, gender/sex, and violence 

help to further focus the key questions.  This is also achieved throughout the three chapters 

by depicting Jacob’s encounter in terms of the combat sports we participate in.  I will also 

present some alternative interpretations of the encounter to make comparative responses to 

the key questions.  Given the ambiguity of Jacob’s encounter, the ambiguity of our own 

encounters, and my use of Merleau-Ponty, a champion of ambiguity, I strongly suspect that 

this will flavour the dialogue exchanges and the answers to the questions.     

In the final chapter, I will conclude the study with a summarising of the main answers to the 

key questions.  I will also touch on some of the implications of these answers, and suggest 

further lines of study.    
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Chapter 2: Preliminary Fights: Reception History Part 1 

Introduction 

It is not long before the first preliminary fight starts.  I am here with a few others, seated at a 

corporate table with a good view of the cage.  It is a local MMA show, and we are looking 

forward to seeing the performances of a few fighters we know.  While we wait for the action 

to begin, I have time to dwell more deeply on the focus of this study: the wrestling that took 

place during Jacob’s encounter.  What is it about wrestling itself that makes it so important 

to the interaction between Jacob and the man-God?  What does wrestling make possible 

between them?  How does it problematise their interaction?  How does their wrestling 

interaction shape the larger story of Jacob?  Before I detail the approach I will use to answer 

these questions, and before I bring the questions into conversation with combat sport 

participants, I need to examine the story more closely. 

This is an enigmatic story with a long history of interpretation, so it is not surprising that many 

readers have brought to it a great many questions.  My interest will be in those elements of 

the story that best inform my key questions.  Even so, the interpretations and retellings that 

make up the reception history of this story are extensive.  Those responsible for this reception 

history include rabbis, Church fathers, biblical scholars, theologians, philosophers, poets, 

playwrights, painters, sculptors, and film-makers.  For the purpose of this thesis, I will focus 

on those interpretations that offer valuable insights into the wrestling encounter, discerning 

key patterns and themes that I will draw on in chapters 5-7. 

In this chapter, I will concentrate on what the reception history can tell us about the wrestling 

participants, and some particulars of the wrestling itself.  Regarding wrestling participants, 

the chief focus will be the various proposals for the identity of Jacob’s adversary, the one I 

will typically call the man-God.  As for the wrestling itself, I will consider its nature and some 

of the alternative activities to it that have been proposed.  
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The Identity of the Wrestlers 

There are two wrestlers in the story of Jacob’s encounter.  No mention is made of anyone 

else, such as the onlookers that fill over half of Paul Gauguin’s painting of the encounter 

(Vision of the Sermon).1  Neither is there a mediator between the wrestlers, such as a referee.    

One of the wrestlers who is featured from beginning to end is Jacob.  He is presented relatively 

straightforwardly throughout the story.  As an identifiable figure, he is clearly Jacob when the 

wrestling begins (Genesis 32:24) and Jacob—albeit with a new name, Israel—when the 

wrestling is over (vv. 30-31).  This is in sharp contrast to Jacob’s adversary.  He is presented 

as a man at the beginning of their wrestling (v. 24) but is later identified by Jacob as God (v. 

30).  There is nothing to indicate that Jacob actually wrestled two figures: first a man, and 

then God.  So, Jacob’s adversary, the second wrestler, as he is presented in the story, is 

somehow a man as well as God.  This could be in the strict sense of his having a shared identity 

or more loosely as a man somehow representing God, perhaps in angelic form. 

Hosea 12: God or Angel? 

Over the centuries, the identity of Jacob’s adversary has understandably puzzled readers of 

the story.  Already within the Bible, there appears to be an attempt to clarify the identity of 

this man-God.  In the book of Hosea (12:3-4), we have some details of Jacob’s life, which 

include his wrestling encounter:  

3In the womb he tried to supplant his 

brother, 

and in his manhood he strove with  

God. 

4He strove with the angel and prevailed, 

he wept and sought his favour; 

he met him at Bethel, 

and there he spoke with him. 

 
1 See Fred S. Kleiner, Gardner’s Art through the Ages: A Concise Global History, 3rd ed. (Boston: Wadsworth, 
2013), 377. 
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These references to Jacob come as part of the prophet’s condemnation of Israel’s 

unfaithfulness to God (11:12-12:1).2  Hosea compares the nation’s “deceit” (11:12) to the 

deception of the individual Jacob-Israel, who already “supplants” his brother in the womb 

(12:3).  Jacob’s struggle (“strove,” śārâ) against God (v. 3) is possibly also tinged with the 

trickery and presumption that the nation is also guilty in its resistance to God (11:12; 12:8).3  

It may well be the case that Hosea is more positive about Jacob’s exemplary repentance in 

verse 4, if Jacob is the one who is weeping here.4   

This is only one of a number of questions to do with Hosea’s presentation of Jacob.  Of 

particular interest for me is the identity of Jacob’s adversary.  Unlike the account in Genesis 

32, Hosea does not mention a man, but he does mention God (ʾĕlōhîm, v. 4).  In addition, in a 

parallelism, he refers to an angel (malʾāk), with whom Jacob also “strives” (śārâ) and then 

“prevails” (yāḵōl) over (v. 4).  The shift from God to angel mirrors the similar shift in the 

Genesis account from the man to God. 

There are a few different ways to interpret this identity shift in Hosea.  One is to minimise the 

shift and combine God and the angel as being the same figure.  Andersen and Freedman argue 

that the “with” (ʾel) in the verse, “[Jacob] strove with the angel,” should be emended to “god” 

(ʾēl), and then joined to angel (malʾāk), to give “the Angel of God [malʾāk ʾēl].”5  However, 

they concede that such a designation is only “probable … in the preliterate traditions,” and 

did not occur during “patriarchal times.”6  No less speculative is Benjamin Sommer’s proposal.  

He presents the identity shift in both Hosea and Genesis as examples of the “fluid” self and 

multiple bodies of God.7  In Hosea, there is an “overlap” in the “[self] of an angel and [God].”8 

 
2 For an overview of possible situations behind this condemnation, see Brad E. Kelle, “Hosea 4-14 in Twentieth-
Century Scholarship,” CBR 9.3 (2010), 332-45; Stuart A. Irvine, “Hosea,” in Julia M. O’Brien, ed., The Oxford 
Handbook of the Minor Prophets (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2021), 404-410.      
3 See David Allan Hubbard, Hosea: An Introduction and Commentary (Leicester: Inter-Varsity Press, 1989), 203.  
As with Genesis 32, here in Hosea 12, the verses in the Hebrew differ by one more than the English translation.  
Hence, Hosea 12:4 is 12:5. 
4 Ibid., 201. 
5 Francis I. Andersen and David Noel Freedman, Hosea: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary, 
AB (New York: Doubleday, 1980), 613. 
6 Ibid. 
7 Benjamin D. Sommer, The Bodies of God and the World of Ancient Israel (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2009), 38-57.  
8 Ibid., 41. 
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Another interpretation of the shift is that the reference to “angel” in Hosea is a later gloss.9  

M. Gertner suggests that a scribe may have read God as the subject of the weeping and 

supplication in verse 4.10  This would follow from Jacob being the victor in the preceding line.  

The offence at God’s grovelling to Jacob would have likely resulted in the gloss, which became 

part of the text.11  This interpretation indicates that originally Hosea spoke about God—and 

a God who was defeated, at that! 

This defeat is made explicit in A Little East of Eden by the nineteenth-century poet Emily 

Dickinson.  She playfully retells how the gymnast Jacob wrestles an angel, and subsequently 

defeats God.   

A little East of Jordan, 

Evangelists record, 

A Gymnast and an Angel 

Did wrestle long and hard — 

 
Till morning touching mountain — 

And Jacob, waxing strong, 

The Angel begged permission 

To Breakfast — to return — 

 
Not so, said cunning Jacob! 

“I will not let you go 

Except thou bless me” — Stranger! 

The which acceded to — 

 
Light swung the silver fleeces 

“Peniel” Hills beyond, 

And the bewildered Gymnast 

Found he had worsted God!12 

 
9 M. Gertner, “The Masorah and the Levites: An Essay in the History of a Concept,” VT 10.3 (1960), 280-81. 
10 Ibid., 280. 
11 Ibid., 281. 
12 This is poem 145B (Fr145B) in Emily Dickinson, The Poems of Emily Dickinson, ed. R. W. Franklin (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 1998), 1:185-87.   
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Jacob not only manages to out-wrestle the angel, but also humiliates it, forcing it to “beg [for] 

permission” to leave for “breakfast” (lines 7-8).  Except for the angel wrestling “long and hard” 

(4), there is very little of mention of divine power in this poem.  There is no divine touch or 

strike to injure Jacob, nor is there any power to name him.13  This absence of power is underscored 

in the final line of the poem, where Jacob has “worsted God!” (16).  Jacob’s shocking triumph over God 

echoes loudly God’s equally shocking defeat that may be captured in Hosea 12. 

The Adversary as an Angel 

It is little wonder that rabbinic interpretation develops the angelic identity of Jacob’s 

adversary which occurs in the Hosea gloss.14  Given the possibility that Jacob defeated the 

adversary, this angelic identity is a more acceptable substitute for God, and can also explain 

why the adversary is referred to as a “man,” given that some angels appear in human form in 

the Hebrew Bible (e.g. Genesis 18).  In the midrashim on Jacob “wrestling a man,” the rabbis 

describe how his adversary appears to Jacob “in the guise” of a shepherd, as an “athlete” (Gen. 

Rab. 77.3), as well as a brigand he accuses of being a sorcerer (Gen. Rab. 77:2-3; and Song. 

Rab. 3:6).  

In the targums Pseudo-Jonathan (Tg. Ps.-J) and Neofiti (Tg. Neof.) for Genesis 32:25 [24, Engl.], 

Jacob’s adversary is described as an angel in the “form” or “appearance” of a man.  The 

disclosure of the man’s identity as an angel in Targum Onkelos (Tg. Onq.) follows the Genesis 

sequence, so that Jacob names the place Peniel because he has “seen an angel of the Lord 

face to face.”  In the eighth-century CE Babylonian Talmud (BT), Jacob’s adversary is also an 

angel.  In the BT tractate Ḥullin [b. Ḥull] 91a, he is    described as grappling with Jacob like a 

man who secures a body lock or “hugs another in order to throw him to the ground.” 

A number of rabbinic texts further specify Jacob’s angelic adversary by giving him a name.  In 

Gen. Rab. 77:2 (and Song. Rab. 3:6), the brigand-cum-sorcerer reveals himself as an angel with 

fire power, who is later identified as the guardian angel of Esau.  In the same manner as 

Genesis, a link is made between this guardian angel and Esau himself, when Jacob says to Esau 

at their reunion: “Your face resembles that of your guardian angel” (Song. Rab. 3:6).  In 

 
13 Magdalena Zapedowska, “Wrestling with Silence: Emily Dickinson’s Calvinist God,” American Transcendental 
Quarterly 20.1 (2006), 383-84. 
14 Gertner, “The Masorah and the Levites,” 273, 277.  
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another midrash, Esau’s guardian angel is named Samael (Tanḥuma B (Tanḥ.) 8:8).  Through 

various other rabbinic interpretations, Samael is subsequently associated with the power of 

Rome.15  This follows the belief that Esau is associated with Rome, and Samael is Esau’s 

guardian angel.  The earliest link between  Esau and Rome occurs in Gen. Rab. 65:21, where 

the “voice of Jacob” cries out at the “hands of Esau” because of the slaughter of 80,000 Jews 

by Hadrian during the Bar Kokhba revolt.16   

The connection between Samael, Esau, and Rome is evident in the Zohar, the core medieval 

work of Jewish Kabbalah.  The Zohar interacts with various early midrashim, such as Gen. Rab., 

as well as later Jewish interpretation.17  It also develops a mythological model of God 

patterned on the human body, in which divine potencies emanate into creation.18  One of 

these potencies is the waist, known as “beauty” (tifʾeret), which is associated with Jacob.19  

The zoharic section on Genesis portrays Jacob and Samael’s wrestling as a cosmic struggle 

between Israel and Rome.20  Jacob is left alone with the “Prince of Esau” (1:166a), the serpent-

rider (169b), who injures him (171a-b).21  But  Jacob is able to endure the exile of the night 

and diminish the rule of Samael (170a-171b), emerging triumphant, now even more “potent” 

in the world (171b).   

Rabbinic interpretation also proposes other identities for Jacob’s angelic wrestler.  He is 

known as Sariel in Tg. Neof, the “chief of [the angels] who praise” (32:25, 27 [24, 26, Engl.]) 

and Michael, “one of the angels who praise” in Tg. Ps.-J (32:25, 27 [24, 26, Engl.]).22  In another 

 
15 For a helpful overview of Samael, see Gershom Scholem, Kabbalah (New York: New American Books, 1974), 
385-88.  For the various texts and interpretations of Jacob’s struggle with Samael, see Ginzberg, LJews 1:306.  
16 Gerson D. Cohen, “Esau as a Symbol in Early Medieval Thought,” in Alexander Altmann, ed., Jewish Medieval 
and Renaissance Studies (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1987), 22. 
17 Oded Yisraeli, “Midrashic Disputations in the Zohar,” HUCA 84-85 (2013-14), 127-46.   
18 Zohar: The Book of Enlightenment, trans & intro. Danniel Channan Matt, (Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press, 1983), 
33-39.  
19 Ibid., 34-36. 
20 See Malachi Haim Hacohen, Jacob & Esau: Jewish European History Between Nation and Empire (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2019), 118-26.    
21 I am using The Zohar (Pritzker Edition), vol. 3, trans. and comm. Daniel C. Matt (Stanford: Stanford University 
Press, 2006), 24-37.  
22 For further details about the angel Sariel—a name that appears to reshuffle the letters of ‘Israel’ and aptly 
sounds like the verb to sing—see Geza Vermes, “The Archangel Sariel: A Targumic Parallel to the Dead Sea 
Scrolls,” in Jacob Neusner, ed., Christianity, Judaism and Other Greco-Roman Cults, vol. 3: Judaism Before 70 
(Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1975), 159-66; J. Z. Smith, “Prayer of Joseph (1st Century A.D.): A New Translation with 
Introduction,” in James H. Charlesworth, ed., The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, vol. 2 (Garden City, NY: 
Doubleday & Company, 1985), 708-709; Hayward, Interpretations of the Name Israel, 297-98.  For other 
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rabbinic work, the angel is custom fit to the task at hand.  The Pirqe de-Rabbi Eliezer (PRE) is a 

composite work that purports to be a midrash by the second-century rabbi Eliezer.23  

However, scholars argue that it is unlikely to date before the eighth century.24  It draws on a 

range of sources, including Gen. Rab., Tg. Ps.-J, and various Second Temple apocrypha and 

pseudepigrapha, to present itself as a kind of “Rewritten Bible.”25  Pirqe de-Rabbi Eliezer 37 

begins with Jacob feeling anxious that his brother Esau will kill him.26  Then, Jacob wrestles 

with a man who, at the breaking of dawn, is identified as an angel.  Despite the pleas of the 

angel, Jacob will not release him until he is blessed.  “And (the angel) called his name Israel 

like his own name, for his own name was called Israel.”27  This angel not only names Jacob 

with his own name (Israel), but also enacts the name through their wrestling. 

The Adversary as God 

More recently, several biblical scholars have considered the identity of Jacob’s adversary 

within the context of divine embodiment.  The notion of God having a body is by no means 

contrary to some rabbinic interpretations.  A number of scholars have drawn attention to texts 

on humanity’s physical likeness with God, the luminous divine body (Sifre Dabarim, Midrash 

Mishle), visions of the bodily God, the chariot or cloak of God, and the great size of God’s arms 

and legs (Shi’ur Qoma).28  What is contrary to rabbinic tradition is not God’s body per se, but 

the implications of a bodily God wrestling.  This is something I will consider in more detail 

when I look at the reception history regarding the outcome of the wrestling match. 

As in the rabbinic depictions of the angelic wrestler, there is variation in the depiction of the 

wrestling God.  Together with the appearance of God to Abraham in Genesis 18, Esther Hamori 

 
rabbinic interpretations that include the angel Metatron/Michael assisting Jacob in his wrestle against Esau, 
see LJews 1:300-301.     
23 See Rachel Adelman, The Return of the Repressed: Pirqe de-Rabbi Eliezer and the Pseudepigrapha (Leiden: 
Brill, 2009), 3. 
24 Adelman, The Return of the Repressed, 35-42.  
25 Steven Daniel Sacks, Midrash and Multiplicity: Pirqe de-Rabbi Eliezer and the Renewal of Rabbinic 
Interpretive Culture (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2009), 4-6. 
26 I am using the English translation of Pirḳê de Rabbi Eliezer, trans. Gerald Friedlander (New York: Hermon 
Press, 1970). 
27 Ibid., 282. 
28 See Costa, “The Body of God in Ancient Rabbinic Judaism”; Alon Goshen-Gottstein, “The Body as Image of 
God in Rabbinic Literature,” HTR 87.2 (1994), 171-95; Daniel Boyarin, “The Eye in the Torah: Ocular Desire in 
Midrashic Hermeneutic,” Critical Inquiry 16.3 (1990), 532-50; Stephen D. Moore, “Gigantic God: Yahweh’s 
Body,” JSTOR 70 (1996), 87-115.    
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categorises the wrestling God as an example of “concrete anthropomorphism.”29  What makes 

the anthropomorphism so “concrete” is in fact the wrestling.  For this is a “human activity” 

that is “explicitly physical,” and entirely “realistic,” insofar as the wrestling God is not able to 

overcome Jacob, and therefore is “not simply a disguised divinity with superhuman 

strength.”30  In this respect, Hamori does accept that other divine beings, such as angels, can 

have a concrete anthropomorphic presence.31  However, their supernatural acts inevitably 

betray their true identity, such as the angels who eat with Lot, but when threatened by the 

men of the city, blind them (19:1-11).32     

Sommer’s “fluid” Godself which is able to overlap with multiple bodies—referred to earlier—

seems much less concrete.  In the case of Abraham’s three divine visitors in Genesis 18, 

Sommer is open to the possibility that God inhabits all three bodies.33  But just what God’s 

relationship is between the bodies is not always that clear.  Of God’s relationship to angels, 

Sommers states that “in some biblical passages, [they] were part of God, though not all of 

God.”34  In Genesis 32, he accepts that the angel acts apart from God, which is evident 

because, unlike the angel, God does not have to leave at sunrise.35  The absence of God here 

is in sharp contrast to Hosea’s version of the encounter, where Sommer explains that God 

overlaps with the angel who wrestles Jacob.36  

Sommer’s absent God in Genesis 32 contrasts with Hamori’s literally embodied wrestling God.  

However, elsewhere he affirms the material benefits of God having a body.  

A God with a body is a God who can rest—that is, a God who can cease acting 

on another set of bodies.  Acknowledging a God who can rest, in turn, fosters 

a Sabbath conceived of and practiced in a concrete (that is to say, a halachic) 

manner, not only a symbolic or spiritual one.37 

 
29 Esther J. Hamori, ‘When Gods Were Men’: The Embodied God and Near Eastern Literature (Berlin: Walter de 
Gruyter, 2008), 1-29. 
30 Ibid., 23. 
31 Ibid., 109-14. 
32 Ibid., 109-10. 
33 Sommer, The Bodies of God and the World of Ancient Israel, 40.  
34 Ibid., 43. 
35 Ibid. 
36 Ibid., 41. 
37 Ibid., 138. 
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This embodied God who rests makes me wonder about Jacob’s encounter and what that 

suggests about a similarly embodied God who wrestles. 

Another scholar who presents a robustly anthropomorphic wrestling God is Anne Knafl.  She 

is critical of Hamori’s and Sommer’s depictions of divine embodiment: the former for making 

too big of a difference between the appearance of the concretely embodied God and the 

appearance of divine messengers, and the latter for obscuring that difference and conflating 

them.38  Where Sommer is unsure who Jacob sees in his encounter, Knafl is in no doubt that 

Jacob has seen God face to face.39  She argues that this “implies the full manifestation of the 

deity to Jacob, as he has experienced an unmediated encounter with the deity.”40  Also in 

contrast to Sommer, Knafl is adamant that “God has not taken on the form of a man to interact 

with Jacob, but rather has shown his true form to Jacob.”41  

The Adversary as River-Spirit 

Another possible interpretation of Jacob’s adversary is that it is a river-spirit.  According to 

James Frazer and Theodor Gaster, there are many mythic examples of a heroic figure 

struggling with a river-spirit in order to gain some power or free passage.42  Gaster admits that 

his identification of the river-spirit myth in Genesis 32 is “to a great extent conjectural,”43  

however, given the ambiguous nature of this text, a fair amount of conjecture is required to 

identify Jacob’s adversary.  Already within the existing text, there is the shift from the man to 

God, so it is not unreasonable that an additional shift may lie behind the man-God.  This is 

important for understanding the complex identity of the man-God, and it resonates with the 

shifty identity of Jacob.  

Discerning a river-spirit behind the text does therefore not disregard the text before us.  As 

Claus Westermann notes, the strength of the river-spirit reading is that it takes the location of 

 
38 Ibid., 111-12, 74-75, 125. 
39 Sommer, The Bodies of God and the World of Ancient Israel, 41; Knafl, Forming God, 120. 
40 Knafl, Forming God, 120. 
41 Anne K. Knafl, Forming God: Divine Anthropomorphism in the Pentateuch (Winona Lake, IL: Eisenbrauns, 
2014), 120. 
42 See James G. Frazer, Folklore in the Old Testament: Studies in Comparative Religion, Legend and Law, vol. 2 
(London: Macmillan and Co, 1918), 410-25; Theodor Gaster, Myth, Legend, and Custom in the Old Testament: 
A Comparative Study, with Chapters from Sir James G. Frazer’s ‘Folklore in the Old Testament,’  (New York: 
Harper & Row, 1969), 205-12. 
43 Gaster, Myth, Legend, and Custom, 206.  
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the story seriously.44  Knowing who Jacob wrestles is dependent on where they are wrestling.  

And, as readers of the Hebrew text are aware, knowing where is clearly connected to the 

action that defines the story—that is, the wrestling.  Gordon Wenham highlights the 

connection: “The verb ‘he struggled [yēʾābēq]’ occurs only here [v. 25, Engl., 24] and in [v.] 26 

and is clearly a play on the name Yabbok [yabbōq], and probably Jacob too [yaʾăqōb].  So we 

could paraphrase it ‘he [adversary] Yabboked [yabbōq] him.’”45  

The Adversary as Esau 

There seems to be little doubt that the man Jacob wrestled with another man—at least, 

initially (Gen. 32:24).  Given Jacob’s anxiety about his impending confrontation with his 

brother, it would not seem out of place if his adversary turned out to be Esau.  Jacob’s 

comment, during his reconciliation with Esau, that seeing his face “is like seeing the face of 

God” (Gen. 33:10) can be interpreted as implying as much, given that he believed he “saw God 

face to face” during his wrestling bout (Gen. 32:30).  The rabbinical interpretation of the angel 

as Esau’s guardian angel (mentioned above) is also suggestive, particularly given Nahum 

Sarna’s interpretation in which he speaks of the “celestial patron of Esau” as Esau’s “alter 

ego.”46   

Some scholars have therefore identified the adversary as exclusively a man—and Esau at that.  

Jack Miles presents a scenario in which the God-talk that occurs obscures the fact that Jacob 

wrestled Esau.47  He states that there may be a difference between what Jacob thought of his 

opponent and what the author of the text thinks.48  As far as Jacob is concerned, he probably 

did not see his opponent’s face in the dark.49  He is therefore blessed by the man, who turns 

out to be Esau.  This is fitting, for as Miles points out: “from whom, more appropriately than 

from Esau, does Jacob have reason to wrestle for a blessing?  In seeking Esau’s blessing, Jacob 

would be seeking his long-estranged brother’s acquiescence in the earlier loss of their father’s 

blessing.”50   

 
44 Westermann, Genesis 12-36, 515. 
45 Gordon Wenham, Genesis 16-50, 295.   
46 Nahum M. Sarna, Genesis, JPS Torah Commentary (Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society, 1989), 404. 
47 Jack Miles, God: A Biography (New York: Vintage Books, 1995), 73-75.   
48 Ibid., 73. 
49 Ibid. 
50 Ibid., 74. 
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For Miles, Jacob’s God-talk is a kind of code he uses with his brother.  Miles describes what he 

actually thinks happened in their encounter: “Wrestling in the blackness, Jacob and Esau did 

not admit to each other who they were: Esau called Jacob Israel, claiming that his brother had 

prevailed in combat with God, while Jacob spoke of Esau as if he were God.”51  This fits well 

enough with Jacob the trickster, who may still be one to some extent, even after his renaming.   

The philosopher Maurice Blanchot (1907-2003) also considers Esau as Jacob’s mysterious 

opponent.  His reflections on Jacob’s encounter and subsequent reconciliation with Esau are 

part of a response to his friend Emmanuel Levinas’s ethical understanding of the relationship 

between self and Other.52  In his encounter, Jacob models the separation and distance, or 

“exodus” and “exile,” that are fundamental to “relating” to that experience or truth—

“absolutely Foreign” as it is—that is “beyond [one’s] reach.”53  Blanchot refers to Jacob’s 

wrestling as “enigmatic contact,” a “struggle” that is now lost in “the truth of the night,” that 

is a “struggling not to overcome [“the inaccessible outside”], but to receive it in the very night 

of the word that he firmly stands up to until the moment when it comes to him as 

benediction.”  Jacob-become-Israel is now “subject to the brusque interpolation of the Foreign 

… a presence that is other, in its proximity.”54   

Blanchot’s understanding of the absolute otherness of the Other distinguishes him from 

Levinas.  For unlike Levinas, Blanchot eschews an interpersonal ethical sense of self to Other, 

in which God the Wholly Other is a trace of the Other.55 

Then, a little later, he meets his brother Esau, whom he has much reason to 

fear, and says to him: “If I have won favour in your sight, then accept this gift 

from me; for I have seen your face as one sees the face of God, and you are 

pleased with me.”  An extraordinary expression.  Jacob does not say to Esau 

“I just saw God as I see you” but “I see you as one sees God,” which confirms 

 
51 Ibid., 75. 
52 His reflections are in the essay “Being Jewish” which is in Maurice Blanchot, The Infinite Conversation, trans. 
Susan Hanson (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1993), 123-30.  For his interaction with Levinas, 
see Michael J. Brogan, “Judaism and Alterity in Blanchot and Levinas,” Journal for Cultural and Religious Theory 
6.1 (2004), 32-33.  
53 Blanchot, The Infinite Conversation, 126-27. 
54 Ibid., 126. 
55 Christopher Fynsk, Last Steps: Maurice Blanchot’s Exilic Writing (New York: Fordham University Press, 2013), 
46. 
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the suggestion that the marvel (the privileged surprise) is indeed human 

presence, this Other Presence that is Autrui—no less inaccessible, separate, 

and distant than the Invisible himself.56  

Christopher Fynsk underscores Blanchot’s commitment to the absolutely Other, telling us that 

“[w]here Levinas would ultimately assert, after the Psalmist, that there is no escaping the 

presence of God, Blanchot insists that there is no escaping the human.”57  In Blanchot’s terms, 

what makes Jacob’s wrestling match so profound is not his encounter with God, but the 

incredible experience he has of the otherness of another man—his own brother, with whom 

he reunites.  I will be engaging with this interpretation of Jacob’s opponent in chapters 6 and 

7. 

The Nature of the Wrestling  

In this section, I will consider the reception history of the wrestling in the Jacob story in terms 

of partnered wrestling and solo wrestling.  My focus here is on the body associated with 

wrestling.  Two interacting bodies qualifies as partnered wrestling, as opposed to the solitary 

body of solo wrestling.  The distinction between the two types of bodied wrestling is not an 

exclusive one.  In some cases, I will consider the content of a dream or vision as partnered 

wrestling if it involves two wrestlers.  This does not disregard the solo body of the dreamer 

and the solo dynamic of the dreaming.  I will discuss this relationship between dreams and the 

body further in chapter 5.       

Partner Wrestling 

1. Physical Contact 

Two writings that take a very different approach to the wrestling in Jacob’s encounter are the 

Qumran text known as 4Q158 and the book of Jubilees.  Both are examples of re-presentations 

of Scripture commonly known as “Rewritten Scripture.”58  Apart from 4Q158’s similarity to 

 
56 Blanchot, The Infinite Conversation, 129. 
57 Fynsk, Last Steps, 46. 
58 Molly M. Zahn, “Rewritten Scripture,” in John J. Collins and Timothy H. Lim, eds., The Oxford Handbook of 
the Dead Scrolls (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 323-36.   
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the “Proto-Samaritan” Pentateuch, there is very little else known about its provenance.59  

Fragments 1 and 2 include Jacob’s encounter (Genesis 32:24-32), followed by Aaron’s meeting 

with Moses (Exodus 4:27-31).    

3…And [Jac]ob remain[ed] alone there, and [a man] was fi[ghting] with him 

until first light.  Since he saw that he could not prevail against him, he seized 

him in the thigh joint]60 

The significant addition here to the biblical text is the word “seized.”  John Hayward believes 

that its purpose is to emphasise the “physical action on the part of Jacob’s companion.”61  This 

emphasis is particularly pronounced if Molly Zahn is correct that the missing lines (1-2) of 

these fragments come from another story in Exodus 4—that of God attempting to kill Moses 

(vv. 24-26).62  This is based on Zahn’s belief that it is the “only plausible suggestion” for the 

two rather dissimilar biblical texts appearing on the fragments, namely, that “both Genesis 32 

and [the missing] Exodus 4[:24-26] describe an Israelite hero’s encounter with a potentially 

hostile divine being.”63  

Hayward wonders if the emphasis on the physicality of the fighting in 4Q158 may be the 

response of the Qumran authors to the complete omission of Jacob’s encounter in the book 

of Jubilees, copies of which were also found at Qumran.64  This work was most likely composed 

in the second century BCE.65  It is a re-presentation of the material in Genesis and Exodus, with 

various additions and omissions.66  The latter include much of the material from Genesis 32:3-

33:17, which is reduced to a single verse: “He [Jacob] crossed the Jabbok on the eleventh of 

the ninth month, and on the same day his brother Esau came to him.  They were reconciled 

 
59 Sidnie White Crawford, “Reworked Pentateuch,” in Lawrence H. Schiffman and James C. VanderKam, eds., 
Encyclopedia of the Dead Sea Scrolls, vol. 2 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 775-76. 
60 This paraphrase is from Florentino García Martínez, The Dead Sea Scrolls Translated: The Qumran Texts in 
English, trans. Wilfred E. G. Watson, 2nd ed. (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1996), 219. 
61 Hayward, Interpretations of the Name Israel, 32. 
62 Molly M. Zahn, Rethinking Rewritten Scripture: Composition and Exegesis in the 4QReworked Pentateuch 
(Leiden: Brill, 2011), 54-55. 
63 Ibid., 54. 
64 Hayward, Interpretations of the Name Israel, 32.  
65 James C. VanderKam, Jubilees: A Commentary, Hermeneia, 2 vols. (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2018), 28-
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with each other.  Then he went from him to the land of Seir, while Jacob lived in tents” 

(Jubilees 29:13). 

In place of the biblical Jacob who fears Esau’s arrival (Genesis 32:3-21) and bows multiple 

times to him when they meet (33:3), Jubilees portrays a defiant trickster, who responds to 

Esau’s threats: “‘I am not afraid.  If he wishes to kill me, I will kill him’” (Jub. 27:4).  God is also 

reworked in this text, losing many anthropomorphic traits; for example, Jubilees omits the 

familiar scene in Genesis 3 of God walking in the garden of Eden and questioning Adam.67  

Similarly, Jacob’s wrestling is omitted from Jubilees because, according to James Kugel, it is a 

theological problem insofar as “a man could wrestle with a divine being at all—not to speak 

of defeating him!”68  But, as indicated in the previous section, Jacob’s victory over God is by 

no means certain in Genesis 32.  What does seem clear though is the attempt of Jubilees’ 

writers to remove the notion of struggle from God, as well as from Jacob.  When the latter 

receives his new name Israel for the first time at Bethel in Jubilees 32:17, it is left undefined, 

having no link to a wrestling encounter that is now absent from the story.69  No one is seized, 

as in the Qumran translation in 4Q158, because no one is even touched.      

2. A Violent Encounter 

Several writers not only draw attention to the physicality of Jacob’s encounter, but also stress 

its violence.  In midrash Tanḥ. 8:8, in a scene that echoes God’s attempt to kill Moses (Exodus 

4:24-26), Jacob fails to fulfil a vow to God, so God takes action: 

Whereupon he turned the angel against him and they wrestled together, but 

still he [Jacob] did not take note, as it is said: And Jacob was left alone; and 

there wrestled a man with him [Genesis 32:24].  It was Samael, Esau’s 

guardian angel, who wanted to kill him, as is said: When he saw that he 

prevailed not against him, he touched the hollow of his thigh [v. 25]. 

The intention of Jacob’s adversary to kill him is very dramatic.  This seems excessive if all that 

Jacob and his adversary do is wrestle.  Admittedly, in some classical accounts, wrestling is 
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used to kill or maim, such as Herakles squeezing Antaeus to death, and Bahrām Gur slamming 

his opponent to the ground and breaking his bones.70  But there are many more stories in 

which the wrestling is more like the struggle we see in sport wrestling.  The touching of the 

thigh and the injury that ensues in v.25 certainly introduces what seems like a new level of 

violence.  But does this amount to an intention to kill?     

A number of scholars, including Westermann, Gunkel, Esther Hamori and Roland Boer, 

certainly believe some serious violence is involved.71  But Westermann argues that the 

violence is already unleashed at the beginning of Jacob’s encounter, which he  describes as a 

violent assault in which Jacob is blindsided by a demonic river-spirit.72  This is “like the attack 

by a robber or a murder,” who “must take care not to be arrested,” and “conceal [his] 

identity.”73  The problem with Westermann’s interpretation is that there is nothing explicit in 

the text about an aggressor—at least, not until the man-God touches the thigh.  

The adversary’s violent initiative is made very clear in the first-century CE work, The Jewish 

Antiquities, by the Jewish historian Flavius Josephus.  It is another example of Rewritten 

Scripture, which Josephus writes to commend the Jews and their traditions to a Roman 

world.74  Louis Feldman shows how Jacob’s positive qualities are accentuated in his depiction 

as a hero, which includes being a “military strategist.”75  After crossing the Jabbok, Josephus 

tells us:  

Jacob, being left behind encountered a phantom, wrestled with it and 

overcame it.  The struggle [machē] had been begun [prokatarchō] by the 

spectre, which now found a tongue and addressed him, bidding him rejoice 

 
70 For Herakles, see Apollodorus, The Library, LCL, trans. James George Frazer, vol. 1 (London: William 
Heinemann, 1921), 222-23 (2.5.11); and for Bahrām Gur, see Abolqasem Ferdowsi, “The Reign of Bahrām Gur,” 
Shahnameh: The Persian Book of Kings, trans. Dick Davis (New York: Penguin Books, 2006), 661.  On the 
violence in ancient Greek wrestling, see Michael B. Poliakoff, Combat Sports in the Ancient World: Competition, 
Violence, and Culture (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1987), 27-30. 
71 See Westermann, Genesis 12-36, 516; Gunkel, Genesis, 349; Roland Boer, “The Patriarch’s Nuts: Concerning 
the Testicular Logic of Biblical Hebrew,” Journal of Men, Masculinities and Spirituality 5.2 (2011), 47; Esther J. 
Hamori, “Echoes of Gilgamesh in the Jacob Story,” JBL 130.4 (2011), 627. 
72 Westermann, Genesis 12-36, 516.   
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in his achievement and not to imagine it was a puny adversary whom he had 

mastered: he had defeated an angel of God and should deem this victory an 

omen of great blessings to come and an assurance that his race would never 

be extinguished and that no mortal would surpass him in strength (Ant. 

1.331-33).    

Not only does Josephus make the phantom the aggressor through its initiation of the fighting, 

but he also gives that fighting a military sense by using the word machē, which can mean 

“battle.”76  This is in keeping with Josephus’s portrayal of Jacob as a “military hero” who 

“strategically” prepares for his upcoming encounter with Esau (Ant. 1.325, 328), and exercises 

“prowess” over the angel, such that it is the angel who, unbidden by Jacob, initiates the 

blessing or prophetic oracle (Ant. 1.332-33).77  Although no graphic violence is depicted in 

their encounter, the reference to battle conjures up the terrible casualties of the Jews at the 

hands of Rome’s military might.  Feldman does note, however, that Josephus tones down 

these political sentiments by changing the meaning of Jacob’s new name Israel.  By restricting 

it to “opponent of an angel of God” (Ant. 1.333), and therefore excluding the reference to 

humans, there is no longer a perceived Jewish threat to Roman rule.78  

Several writers describe the interpersonal violence between Jacob and his adversary quite 

graphically.79  Michael Symmons Roberts’ Corpus is a book of poems that reflect on different 

kinds of bodies—animal, human, and even angelic.80  The poem “Choreography” is Jacob’s 

first-person account of his fight with a stammering angel.81  It is a 54-line expansion of the 

single verse in Genesis where Jacob is struck (32:25).  The wrestling is bypassed (v. 24), as we 

are thrust straight into the visceral violence: 

His fist smashes my face.  

That’s no wrestler’s move; 

So it’s bare knuckles now.  Okay. 

 
76 Hayward, Interpretations of the Name Israel, 224, 238.   
77 Feldman, “Josephus’s Portrait of Jacob,” 111-12; and Hayward, Interpretation of the Name Israel, 229.  
78 Feldman, “Josephus’s Portrait of Jacob,” 136. 
79 See Michael Symmons Roberts, Corpus (London: Jonathan Cape, 2004), 25-27; Jamie Wasserman, “Wrestling 
the Angel,” Magma 15 (1999), 70; and Frederick Buechner, The Son of Laughter (San Francisco: 
HarperSanFrancisco, 1993), 158-61.   
80 Symmons Roberts, Corpus. 
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The constant to-and-fro of violence unites Jacob and the angel in their brutality and their 

shared physical pain.  Jacob headbutts, trips, dunks, and slaps, while the angel punches, 

knees, and taps the hollow of the thigh.  The angel has a bloody lip, while Jacob gets 

thoroughly wrecked with a swollen eye, a slit tongue, and a hip that has “slid…out of its cup 

bone.”  At the end of this violence fest, the angel hilariously remarks: “‘You had me there…I 

had to do your leg to settle things.’”  And Jacob discovers that the angel’s stammering (clicking 

noise) is actually the beat for what has been a rather unusual dance. 

3. Sport Wrestling 

Given the association that wrestling has with athletic activity, it is not surprising that the 

wrestling in Jacob’s encounter has been interpreted along sporting lines.  A prominent 

example of this approach is the first-century Jewish philosopher Philo from Alexandria, Egypt.  

Of his link with sport, Michael Poliakoff has stated that “Philo is the single richest source of 

athletic terminology in all of Greek literature”.82  As a Jewish man open to Greek culture and 

philosophy, he repeatedly describes Jacob’s wrestling using details from the Greek sport of 

wrestling.  While it is difficult to determine the audience he wrote for, H. A. Harris suggests 

that “[h]is chief purpose seems to have been to convince his fellow Jews that their religion, 

when it was examined in the light of the great gentile philosophies, was of unimpeachable 

intellectual respectability.”83  

By using an allegorical interpretation, Philo reconfigures Jacob as a spiritual type.  He calls this 

type “The Practiser,” ho askētēs in Greek, a word that is commonly associated with the Greek 

word (athlētēs) for athlete.84  As one who practices regularly, Jacob is like an athlete who 

must continually apply himself to overcome the passions, acquiring virtue, and ultimately 

“seeing God.”85  According to Ellen Birnbaum, what particularly qualifies Jacob as an athlete 

of virtue is his momentous wrestling encounter.86  This portrayal of Jacob occurs a number of 

 
82 Poliakoff, Combat Sports in the Ancient World, 143.  For Philo’s complicated relationship to sport, see pages 
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times in Philo’s allegorical commentaries on Genesis, such as On Dreams and Allegorical 

Interpretation of Genesis 2 and 3. 

In a passage where he discusses the rigours of pursuing virtue, Philo describes Jacob’s 

wrestling training: 

The divine word [logos theou] readily listens to and accepts the athlete to be 

first of all a pupil, then when he has been satisfied of his fitness of nature, 

he fastens on the gloves [cheirodoteō?]87 as a trainer does and summons him 

to the exercises, then closes with him and forces him to wrestle [palaiō] until 

he has developed in him an irresistible strength, and by the breath of divine 

inspiration he changes ears into eyes, and gives him when remodelled in a 

new form the name of Israel—he who sees (On Dreams 1.129). 

Philo describes a kind of initiation in which Jacob must earn his right to train as a pupil of the 

Logos, God’s intermediary.88  Only then, and with further hard training, can he become ready 

to be called Israel.  If in fact cheirodoteō does refer to the putting on of gloves, then this seems 

a strange thing for the trainer to do if they are wrestling.  Unlike boxers, wrestlers need to 

free their hands to grip fight.  But it is not strange if they are practising something like 

pankration, which has been compared to MMA.89  It uses light boxing thongs that are finger 

free to allow for both striking and wrestling.90  Whether it is pankration or wrestling, it appears 

that Jacob is going through live training drills with his trainer.   

Apart from Jacob’s struggle with Esau in the womb (Genesis 25:22-26), Genesis tells us 

nothing about Jacob wrestling until his encounter at the Jabbok.  Philo’s description gives us 

a window into the kind of training Jacob would have to have done in order to wrestle 

reasonably well at the Jabbok.  But Philo’s coverage of Jacob’s sport wrestling is not limited 

 
87 The translators F. H. Colson and G. H. Whitaker do not know what to make of this word, calling it “an 
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Press, 2009), 97-103. 
89 See Poliakoff, Combat Sports in the Ancient World, 54-63. 
90 Ibid., 57. 
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to training.  He presents Jacob as an example of the self-controlled mind that can successfully 

outwrestle “pleasure,” which for Philo is a negative quality associated with Esau: 

But in spite of her [pleasure] expecting to throw [pternizō] and cheat the 

good mind, she shall herself be thrown by Jacob who is practised in wrestling 

[palēn ēskēkotos], not the bodily wrestling [palēn sōmatos] but that in which 

the soul engages against dispositions that are her antagonists, fighting as she 

does with passions and wickedness.  And Jacob shall not let go the heel 

[pterna] of his adversary, passion till it has given in, and acknowledged that 

it has twice been thrown and vanquished [nikaō], both in the matter of the 

birthright and in the blessing.  For says Esau, “Rightly was his name called 

Jacob, for he [has] supplanted me twice already; then he took my birthright, 

and now he has taken my blessing” (Gen. 27:36) (Allegorical Interpretation 

3.190). 

In this wrestling competition, Jacob is triumphant by throwing his opponent twice.  This is 

different to the standard rules of ancient Greek wrestling  where a wrestler had to throw his 

opponent down three times to win.91  Philo likely alters this to correspond to Jacob’s two 

successful claims on the birthright and the blessing.  Philo’s description of Jacob’s wrestling 

can easily be read with Esau as his opponent—note his reference to Genesis 27:36—which 

looks back to their natal wrestling and, according to Philo, validates Jacob’s subsequent grabs 

of his brother’s heel.  

4. Argument, Play, Dance    

I want to conclude this section on partnered wrestling by briefly considering three 

interpretations of Jacob’s wrestling that seem to move away from what typically would be 

called wrestling.  I could include a fourth, that of sexual intimacy or sexual violation, but I will 

discuss this in the next chapter which looks at the nature of the man-God’s touch or strike.  

I start with Jacob’s wrestling understood as argument, which of the three alternative 

understandings, probably involves the biggest distance between bodies.  A common feature 

 
91 Ibid., 23-25. 
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of the preceding interpretations is the close proximity between the wrestling partners.  Apart 

from very intense arguments, very little contact need occur between the two people arguing 

with each other. 

4.1 Argument 

The first example of wrestling understood as argument occurs in Tg. Onq.  This is traditionally 

identified as the most authoritative of the Pentateuchal Targumim.92  When it comes to 

Jacob’s encounter, it often differs with Tg. Neof and Tg. Ps.-J., particularly in its rather literal 

translations.93  It renders Jacob’s wrestling as follows: “Then Jacob was left alone; and a man 

contended [šǝdal] with him until the morning dawned.”  Instead of the physical struggle of 

Genesis (’āḇaq), Jacob now “contends” (šǝdal), with the meaning “to try to convince.”94  The 

change is not as extreme as Jubilee’s complete removal of Jacob’s encounter, but it may 

follow the same logic of avoiding the anthropomorphism of a man wrestling with a divine 

being.95  Although not committed to this logic, Gen. Rab. 77:2 also matches the verse “and 

there wrestled a man with him,” with examples of Jacob arguing with an angel.  Jacob’s ability 

to outwit an angel sits comfortably in a tradition of “argumentation,” which, according to 

David Frank, “lies at the spiritual and metaphysical core of Jewish thought.”96  

4.2 Play 

During the last ten years of his life, the Christian Reformer Martin Luther lectured on the Book 

of Genesis (1535-45).97  His reading of Jacob’s encounter is homely, yet also disquieting: 

For God in his boundless goodness dealt very familiarly with his chosen 

patriarch Jacob and disciplined him as though playing with him in a kindly 

 
92 Bernard Grossfeld and S. David Sperling, “Bible Translations: Early Versions,” in EJ 3:589-90. 
93 C. T. R. Hayward, “Targumic Perspectives on Jacob’s Change of Name to Israel,” Journal for the Aramaic Bible 
3 (2001), 123-25. 
94 Sokoloff, 1112. 
95 See The Targum Onqelos to Genesis, 197. 
96 David A. Frank, “Arguing with God, Talmudic Discourse, and the Jewish Countermodel: Implications for the 
Study of Argumentation,” Argumentation and Advocacy 41 (2004), 71-86 (quotation is from page 85).    
Regarding the Jewish tradition of argumentation with God, see Anson Laytner, Arguing with God: A Jewish 
Tradition (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2004); and Dov Weiss, Pious Irreverence: Confronting God in 
Rabbinic Judaism (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2017). 
97 John A. Maxfield, Luther’s Lectures on Genesis and the Formation of Evangelical Identity (Kirksville, MO: 
Truman State University Press, 2008), 1. 
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manner.  But this playing means infinite grief and the greatest anguish of 

heart.  In reality, however, it is a game, as the outcome shows when Jacob 

comes to Peniel.  Then it will be manifest that they were pure signs of most 

familiar love.  So God plays with him to discipline and strengthen his faith 

just as a godly parent takes from his son an apple with which the boy was 

delighted, not that he should flee from his father or turn away from him but 

that he should rather be incited to embrace his father all the more and 

beseech him, saying: “My father, give back what you have taken away!”  

Then the father is delighted with this test, and the son, when he recovers 

the apple, loves his father more ardently on seeing that such love and child’s 

play gives pleasure to the father.98      

Martin Luther’s understanding of Jacob’s encounter here removes the direct conflict and the 

violence that comes with his combative interaction.  In its place he introduces what appears 

to be a benign form of child’s play.  But as Luther himself states, it is a rather terrible play.  It 

is a kind of play that is deeply disturbing; so much so, that John Maxfield sums up Luther’s 

own words to call it the “‘cruel play’ of God.”99  I will pick this up again in chapter 7 when I 

discuss Jacob’s encounter as a play-fight.  

4.3 Dance 

Sally Potter’s film The Tango Lesson (1997) portrays Jacob’s wrestling as the sensual dance of 

tango.100  As an alternative to conventional wrestling, the tango in the film highlights bodies 

that are both proximate and resistant.  In the tenth scene or “The Tenth Lesson,” Sally (Sally 

Potter) and Pablo Verón (also as himself) are in the chapel of Saint Sulpice where they are 

copying a dance pose from the painting Jacob Wrestling with the Angel by Eugène Delacroix.  

After struggling to follow Pablo’s lead, Sally has offered a truce, recalling the story of Jacob’s 

encounter.  She tells him: “It’s dawn now, and I want to stop fighting.  I want to begin again 

with you.” 

 
98 Martin Luther, Lectures on Genesis: Chapters 31-37, ed., Jaroslav Pelikan and Hilton C. Oswald (Saint Louis, 
MO: Concordia Publishing House, 1970), 130. 
99 Maxfield, Luther’s Lectures on Genesis and the Formation of Evangelical Identity, 92.  
100 The Tango Lesson, directed by Sally Potter (1997; New York: Sony Pictures Classics), DVD. 
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Sally Potter’s reflections on tango show its strong links with the dynamic of wrestling in Jacob’s 

encounter as Delacroix portrays it.  Tango is not just like Jacob’s wrestling; it is Jacob’s 

wrestling. 101   As Potter states: 

The [painting] very much resembles the tango and you could say that the tango 

was a metaphor for the experience of wrestling with the divine.  When you learn 

to dance its very physical, you’re very much in your body, wrestling with your 

limitations, and sometimes wrestling with the other person, as you try to figure 

out what they are trying to get you to do.  You can’t follow, or they can’t lead, or 

you can’t lead and they can’t follow.  [Jorge Luis] Borgès said that the tango was 

like a fight, and to some people it looks like a fight because of the way the feet 

move so quickly; they look like daggers and like knives between each other’s legs.  

But mostly the nature of the struggle is simply a struggle to connect with your 

partner, rather than a fight.  But in attempting to become one with another 

person- because it is a shared dance, a shared art form — you inevitably find 

yourself wrestling with your own ego and also with some kind of principle which 

is neither you nor your partner but a third principle, which I came to understand 

as a divine principle.  Therefore, my way of describing the tango is that it’s a 

meditation for two.102    

Just as Jacob’s wrestling is Israel’s history of struggle writ large, so too does the tango embody 

a much bigger struggle than just that of the two dance partners.  According to Marta 

Savigliano, “[t]ango is rooted in long-lasting conflicts over race, class, and gender 

supremacy.”103  In its journey from the Rio de la Platta region of African slaves and other 

marginals to the respectable middle classes of Buenos Aires and Paris, from scandalous 

eroticism to “exotic symbol of heterosexual courtship,” the history of this hybridised dance “is 

a history of exiles.”104  In chapter 7, I will look at Jacob’s encounter through the lens of Sally 

Potter’s cinematic tango.    

 
101 Sally Potter in Appendix 3: “Interview with Sally Potter,” in Ulrike Vollmer, Seeing Film and Reading Feminist 
Theology: A Dialogue (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), 216. 
102 Ibid., 215. 
103 Marta E. Savigliano, Tango and the Political Economy of Passion (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1995), 32.  
104 Ibid., xiv, 3, 30, 109, 122.  
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Solo Wrestling 

The boundary line between partner and solo wrestling is not a sharp one.  Some of the 

examples of partnered wrestling have elements that clearly belong to solo wrestling.  When 

Sally Potter explains the meaning of Jacob’s wrestling, she combines both partner and solo 

wrestling.  She tells Pablo: “But as dawn broke, Jacob realised that he could never defeat the 

stranger.  Because the stranger was an angel.  Or God.  Or perhaps, all along, Pablo, Jacob had 

simply been wrestling with himself.”  The difference here is not so much relational, as in each 

case, Jacob is still struggling with someone.  Rather, the difference is that the interaction in 

solo wrestling lacks the express object of another’s body. 

But that is precisely the point.  What makes Jacob’s encounter so troubling is that it places 

God in a situation where defeat  by a man is a distinct possibility.  And this is made possible 

by God having a body with which to wrestle.  One alternative to this, as we have seen, is to 

replace God with an angel.  While this is the response of a number of rabbis, it is not adopted 

by the medieval philosopher and rabbi Moses b. Maimon (Maimonides or Rambam).  

Maimonides is concerned with more than just an embodied divine being losing to a mortal in 

wrestling—he is not happy with the notion that a divine being has a body at all.  In most of 

his book The Guide of the Perplexed, he pushes strongly for a (then) rather radical notion that 

God and angels are incorporeal.105  

So how does Maimonides explain Jacob’s encounter with a divine being, which involves the 

intensely embodied activity of wrestling?  He begins by stating that “wherever it is mentioned 

that an angel was seen or had spoken, this has happened only in a vision of prophecy or in a 

dream whether this is explicitly stated or not” (2:42, emphases original).  This establishes the 

frame through which to view Jacob’s encounter: 

 
105 See Yair Lorberbaum, “Anthropomorphisms in Early Rabbinic Literature: Maimonides and Modern 
Scholarship,” in Carlos Fraenkel, ed., Traditions of Maimonideanism (Leiden: Brill, 2009), 313-53.  Shamma 
Friedman mentions that “Maimonides originally accepted Shi’ur Qomah as an authentic and legitimate Jewish 
treatise, but eventually rejected it as equivalent to idolatry.”  See his chapter “Anthropomorphism and Its 
Eradication,” in Willem van Asselt et al., eds., Iconoclasm and Iconoclash: Struggles for Religious Identity 
(Leiden: Koninklijke Brill, 2007), 157-78 (quotation from 168).  I am using the English translations of Moses 
Maimonides, The Guide of the Perplexed, trans. Shlomo Pines, 2 vols. (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 
1963).        
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I say likewise also of the story about Jacob in regard to its saying, And there 

wrestled a man with him, that it is in conformity with the form of prophetic 

revelation, inasmuch as it finally made clear that he who was there was an 

angel…At first it says: And the angels of God met him [Genesis 32:1].  Then 

it begins to explain what happened before they met him, and says that he 

sent messengers and acted and did this and that.  Then Jacob was left alone, 

and so on.  And these are the angels of God of whom it has been said at first: 

And the angels of God met him.  All the wrestling and the conversation in 

question happened in a vision of prophecy (2:42, emphases original).     

What Jacob actually experiences, then, is not physical combat with an angel in the external 

world, but rather, a prophetic vision of some struggle, in which the angel is both the 

intermediary means of God (a separate intellect emanating from God) and Jacob’s 

imagination, which together, facilitate knowledge of God.106  Maimonides’ rationalistic 

approach, with its use of allegorical interpretation, bears similarities with the earlier approach 

of Philo.107  It brings to prominence the various arguments of medieval Jewish philosophers 

against anthropomorphism during an era of philosophy very much interested in things like 

the “structure of corporeal substance” and the nature of prophetic knowledge.108  

Conclusion 

To ask about the significance of the wrestling in Jacob’s encounter, is to ask what the wrestling 

actually is.  And to ask what the wrestling is, is to ask who it is that is wrestling.  The questions 

seem simple enough.  However, the sparse details in the story and the way it is configured do 

not allow for simple answers.  The story is a vacant and fecund space that generates a number 

of possibilities for the identity of Jacob’s adversary or companion, which include an angel, 

God, a river-spirit, or Esau.  These possible identities need not be mutually exclusive.  There 

are also a range of different interpretations of what the wrestling actually is.  These include 

 
106 For an analysis of Maimonides’ interpretation of prophecy, see Howard Kreisel, Prophecy: The History of an 
Idea in Medieval Jewish Philosophy (Dort: Springer Science+Business Media, 2001), 148-315.  
107 See Luis Cortest, Philo’s Heirs: Moses Maimonides and Thomas Aquinas (Boston: Academic Studies Press, 
2017).   
108 For more on the philosophical interests of the age, see Ofer Elior, “Isaac Abravanel’s Rejection of Corporeal 
Form,” Aleph 12.2 (2012), 367 (as quoted); and  Frank Talmage, “David Kimḥi and the Rationalist Tradition,” 
HUCA 39 (1968), 185.   
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various kinds of partner wrestling from violent encounter to dance.  As with the identity 

possibilities, these kinds of wrestling, including the dream and visionary experience of solo 

wrestling can overlap with each other.  As I have signalled in this chapter, I will be drawing on 

several interpretations here to determine the significance of the wrestling in Jacob’s 

encounter.  But before I do that, I will examine three more aspects of his wrestling in the next 

chapter—namely, the disabling contact, the injury, and the outcome of the wrestling match. 
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Chapter 3: Preliminary Fights: Reception History Part Two 

Introduction 

The next fight is minutes away, but a few of the folk at our table are still thinking about the 

fight that has just ended.  Most of them feel the split decision went to the wrong fighter.  They 

think the referee should have penalised the victorious fighter for several finger pokes to the 

eyes.  Even though they were accidental, I happen to agree.  However, unlike some of the 

others, I do not think the pokes turned the tide of the fight. 

I ended the previous chapter by asking some questions, all of which feed back into the key 

questions of this study.  I stated that to ask my key question about the significance of Jacob’s 

wrestling is to ask about the nature of the wrestling and who it is that is wrestling.  That leads 

on to some further questions: what happened in the wrestling?  And what was the outcome? 

In this chapter, I will take another look at the story’s reception history to see what kinds of 

responses have been made to these questions.  I will break down the question of what 

happened in the wrestling match into three points of interest: the nature of the disabling 

contact (Genesis 32:25), the subsequent injury, and the question of who won this wrestling 

match.  This leaves out much discussion on the dialogue, which I mentioned in the previous 

chapter is an important part of Jacob’s wrestling encounter.  However, my focus on the 

wrestling here does not detract from the dialogue, but rather adds to it—something I will 

demonstrate further in chapters 5-7.        

The Nature of the Disabling Contact 

Even before we can examine the disabling contact, we need to reflect on whether or not it 

belongs to the wrestling itself.  For, according to David Cotter, the disabling contact was a form 

of supernatural touch: “Jacob is maimed not by a mighty blow—after all the night has passed 

without mighty blows having any real effect on either side—but by a touch of the divine.”1  

The Genesis account only mentions a single blow (32:25), but there is a silence around a lot of 

the wrestling details, so it is at least feasible that some or many blows were exchanged.  But 

 
1 David W. Cotter, Genesis, Berit Olam (Collegeville, MN: The Liturgical Press, 2003), 245 (footnote 47). 
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if so, are these blows part of the wrestling between Jacob and the man-God?  This is a question 

I will address in chapter 7, when I look at Jacob’s wrestling and the issue of violence. 

To discuss the disabling contact, we need to think again about the nature of the wrestling.  If 

it is sport wrestling, like ancient Greek wrestling, which does not permit strikes, then each 

blow is an infraction.2  If it is pankration, then blows—even to the groin—are entirely 

permissible.3  Within pankration then, the disabling contact understood as a blow is not an 

issue because it belongs to the sport.  However, it is an issue within sport wrestling because it 

does not belong there.  Similarly, the disabling contact is par for the course in a street-fight or 

a battle.  However, it is a serious problem in play—even “cruel” play—as it is in tango, and in 

verbal arguments, although it is also rather unlikely in these latter activities. 

A number of responses in the reception history to the disabling contact are an attempt to 

determine whether it is a divine “touch” (as Cotter suggests) or some kind of forceful physical 

contact, like a strike.  The Hebrew verb used for the disabling contact is nāgaʿ and it means 

“to touch.”  The intensity of touch can vary from the prohibition not to handle the fruit in 

Genesis 3:3 to the force of a deadly storm in Job 1:19.4  The resulting injury from the touch on 

Jacob would appear to be of a severity closer to the storm than the light touching of fruit.  This 

would therefore warrant translating nāgaʿ with a word like “strike” rather than “touch.”  

However, the injury may tell us very little about the disabling touch if it is supernatural, insofar 

as a light touch from a supernatural hand could have the same or worse effects than a physical 

strike.  That it could be a supernatural touch draws on Jacob’s claim that he saw God in his 

encounter, and from passages where God is the subject of the verb nāgaʿ, such as Jeremiah 

1:9, where God touches the prophet’s mouth.5  It is important to note that if God is in fact the 

subject of the disabling touch, this does not necessitate a supernatural or magical touch.  An 

embodied God could just as likely employ the kind of strike a human is restricted to.     

 

 

 
2 Poliakoff, Combat Sports in the Ancient World, 27. 
3 The only disallowed techniques are biting and eye gouging.  See ibid., 54, 57. 
4 HALOT, 2:668-69. 
5 Hamilton, Genesis, 330. 
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No Disabling Contact 

Before I look at further discussions about the disabling contact, it is worth mentioning that 

some retellings simply omit it.  It is absent from the Book of Jubilees because the whole of 

Jacob’s wrestling encounter is omitted.  While Hosea 12:3-4 includes this encounter, it does 

not explicitly refer to the disabling contact.  The enigmatic phrase “he wept” (v. 4) could be a 

reference to Jacob’s reaction to the disabling contact, but it is difficult to say.  Scholars have 

argued for a range of possibilities, including Jacob’s weeping at reuniting with Esau (Genesis 

33:4), his emotional request to God for a blessing, or an unknown tradition linked to the “Oak 

of weeping,” where Rebecca’s nurse is buried (Genesis 35:8).6  Even if the weeping is a 

reference to the disabling contact, it is only implied as a cause of the weeping, and thus, loses 

the impact it has in Genesis. 

Two film portrayals of Jacob’s wrestling completely omit the disabling contact.  This omission 

makes good sense in Sally Potter’s The Tango Lesson.  Although Potter compares the tango to 

a fight, it has none of the harmful aggression of Jacob’s encounter.  If anything, if Sally was to 

use a tango kick to strike Pablo, this would be rather excessive, given the way in which the 

dance itself already expresses the tension between the two dancers.  But this does raise the 

question: is the disabling contact in Jacob’s encounter also excessive to the embodied tension 

that already exists within the wrestling—assuming that it is not pankration?  Why not replace 

the contact with a throw or a controlled submission? 

For some, however, the escalation of force has a certain logic that drives the ensuing actions 

in Jacob’s encounter.  Avivah Zornberg points out that Jacob becomes even more determined 

after he is disabled: “against all rational and mystical objections, Jacob insists on holding the 

angel, and gaining the blessing—because he has been injured.”7  While this logic would be out 

of place in The Last Tango, its absence in Marcello Baldi’s film Jacob, the Man Who Fought 

with God (1963) is terribly conspicuous.8  Jacob is completely outclassed by a much younger, 

taller man in a very theatrical fight.  Although there are plenty of strikes exchanged—most of 

 
6 See Edwin M. Good, “Hosea and the Jacob Tradition,” VT 16.2 (1966), 141-44. 
7 Avivah Gottlieb Zornberg, Genesis: The Beginning of Desire (Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society, 
1995), 235.  See also Wenham, Genesis 16-50, 296. 
8 Giacobbe, l’uomo che lotto con Dio [Jacob, the Man Who Fought with God], directed by Marcello Baldi (1963; 
Rome: Rewind Film), DVD.  
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them telegraphed double backfists—along with throws, dive rolls and strangles, there is no 

disabling strike.  The man-God’s desire to leave is a polite request, rather than a desperate 

attempt to extricate himself, as an exhausted—but uninjured—Jacob’s only restraint is a 

momentary grip on his toga.  The struggle between the two appears as nothing more than a 

bland convention, which does little to stir up any interest in the significance of the wrestling.  

Indeterminate Contact 

A number of cases mention the disabling contact in a similar manner to Genesis, and thus, 

leave it indeterminate.  Targum Neofiti on Genesis 32:25 says the angel Sariel “touched the 

hollow of [Jacob’s] thigh and the hollow of Jacob’s thigh became benumbed in his wrestling 

with him.”  As with Genesis, we cannot work back from the injury to determine whether the 

contact is a supernatural touch or a strike.  Nor can we assume one or the other from the fact 

that the cause is the angel Sariel.   

Targum Onqelos (32:25) could imply some kind of forceful physical pressure.  But this depends 

on the translation of “put out” in “Jacob’s hip-pan was put out [zāvaʿ] of joint as he [the man-

angel] contended with him.”  C. T. R. Hayward tells us that it can be “translated as either: ‘and 

he shook Jacob’s hip-pan’ or ‘and Jacob’s hip-pan shook , trembled as he insinuated himself 

with him.’”9  The first translation makes this an example of forceful physical contact, whereas 

the second one leans more towards a supernatural touch.  Given the “toning down of … [the] 

physical conflict” in this targum’s portrayal of Jacob’s encounter, the second interpretation 

might be preferable, but this is not conclusive.10      

Supernatural Touch   

Some biblical scholars explicitly attribute the disabling contact to supernatural power, rather 

than physical force.  Claus Westermann thinks that Jacob’s encounter shares a number of 

similarities with Moses’ encounter in Exodus 4:24-26, where “the Lord” appears intent to kill 

him.  In particular, Westermann understands both traditions as originally tales of demonic 

attack; in Jacob’s case, he is assaulted by a demonic river-spirit.11  In his reconstruction of 

 
9 Hayward, “Targumic Perspectives on Jacob’s Change of Name to Israel,” 124. 
10 Ibid., 125. 
11 Westermann, Genesis 12-36, 517.   
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events, Jacob is holding the demon, when he executes a wrestling “countermove”—this 

reverses the order of vv. 25 (the disabling contact) and 26 (“Let me go”) as we now have them.  

On the basis of this re-order, he rebuts Hermann Gunkel’s suggestion that Jacob delivers the 

disabling contact.  Furthermore, he argues against Gunkel that the contact is not a “strike,” 

but “some sort of magical touch.”12  

Robert Alter reaches the same conclusion for different reasons.  He argues that the verb nāgaʿ 

“in the qal conjugation always means ‘to touch,’” stretching this to include “barely touch.”13  

Hence, “[t]he adversary maims Jacob with a magic touch, or, if one prefers, by skilful pressure 

on a pressure point.”14  Alter’s alternative explanation conjures up Spock’s nerve pinch from 

Star Trek.15  And this also suggests the dim mak or acupressure strikes of some traditional 

martial arts.16  This reveals a certain slippage between the supernatural touch and the forceful 

physical contact of humans.  The same thing is evident in Allen Ross’s description of what he 

terms the “supernatural blow.”17  The touch that is supernatural is actually a blow or a strike.18  

The obvious overlap between the supernatural touch and the forceful physical contact of 

humans makes it difficult to differentiate them.   

Forceful Physical Contact 

A number of interpreters describe the disabling contact as the kind of forceful physical contact 

that could be applied by humans.  This kind of contact can be divided into physical pressure 

or manipulation of muscle tissue and joints and physical strikes, like punches.  

1. Contact as Physical Pressure  

The first descriptions of forceful physical contact are offered by some of the rabbis.  In Gen. 

Rab. 77:3, R. Berekiah and R. Eleazar describe the contact: “It means that he [the angel] 

 
12 Ibid. 
13 Robert Alter, Genesis: Translation and Commentary (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1996),  181. 
14 Ibid. 
15 Paul Bowman, Mythologies of Martial Arts (London: Rowman & Littlefield, 2017), ch. 6, Kindle.  
16 See D. S. Farrer, “Becoming-Animal in the Chinese Martial Arts,” in Penelope Dransart, ed., Living Beings: 
Perspectives on Interspecies Engagements (London: Bloomsbury, 2013), 153-54; and Gary J. Krug, “At the Feet 
of the Master: Three Stages in the Appropriation of Okinawan Karate into Anglo-American Culture,” Cultural 
Methodologies ↔ Critical Methodologies 1.4 (2001), 405.   
17 Allen P. Ross, Creation & Blessing: A Guide to the Study and Exposition of Genesis (Grand Rapids: Baker 
Books, 1988), 553. 
18 Ibid. 
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flattened it [Jacob’s thighbone] down.”  This occurs within a broader discussion in which 

another rabbi comments that Jacob and the angel “fought the whole of that night”—the literal 

translation being “they sunk (plunged) into each other.”  Although there is no explicit 

statement about a spontaneous touch or a forceful physical contact, the general tone of 

physicality seems to be a nod to the latter.  A slightly expanded description of what again 

seems like forceful physical contact occurs in PRE 37.  Here the contact follows Jacob’s 

renaming, which is different to the order in Genesis. 

Jacob wished to prevail over the angel, and to throw him down upon the 

earth.  What did the angel do?  He took hold of the sinew of the hip, which 

was upon the hollow of Jacob’s thigh, and he lifted the sinew of his hip (out 

of its place), and it became like the fat of the dead. 

Jacob’s intention to toss the angel, the description of the contact, and the reference to the 

concrete food taboo that follows all suggest a human-like physicality that points to a forceful 

physical contact rather than a supernatural touch. 

Martin Luther makes a similar description, but adds that it is a “wrestler’s trick.”19  After 

describing a folk story of two wrestlers which features the wrestler’s trick, Luther goes on to 

explain the reason for employing it: 

so that you may know that there are many similar tricks of wrestlers like 

pressure on the loins, the joints, and other parts of the body, by which those 

of weaker strength are often able to conquer those with outstanding 

strength.20 

All of this indicates a forceful physical contact that one could expect from a human.  For Luther, 

this is no different even though it is God (or more specifically, Jesus Christ) who is the agent.  

He says: “Therefore God does not display his power but the skill and ability which becomes a 

strong man.”21  This is a clear statement that the disabling contact is not a supernatural touch, 

but rather the forceful physical contact that is fitting of a man.  This kind of naturalistic 

 
19 Luther, Lectures on Genesis, 137-38.  
20 Ibid., 138. 
21 Ibid., 136. 



 43 

approach opens up the various dimensions of Jacob’s wrestling as wrestling, instead of largely 

ignoring it as little more than a vehicle for the plot of Jacob’s encounter.  

2. Physical Strikes 

Literary theorist Roland Barthes (1915-80) describes the disabling contact as a strike that 

occurs in the midst of Jacob’s wrestling match.  Barthes is well-known for his semiotic analysis 

of different examples of popular culture such as steak and chips, toys, and French 

entertainment wrestling.22  The latter is the background to his description of the strike against 

Jacob.23  He describes how Jacob’s adversary, unable to overcome him: 

resorts to some exceptional strategy, whether an unfair and forbidden blow 

(the forearm chop in wrestling matches) or a blow which, while remaining 

within the rules, supposes a secret knowledge, a “dodge” (the “ploy” of the 

Jarnac blow [Jarnac’s fencing feint followed by cuts to his opponent’s 

hamstrings]). 

The important point here is that the strike is not out of place in the wrestling described by 

Barthes, because this is entertainment (or professional) wrestling.  This is a hybrid world of 

performance and sport, which involves combat that is spectacle, and proscribed actions that 

are prescribed.24  (I will have more to say about entertainment wrestling and Jacob’s 

encounter in chapter 5.)  Although the forearm chop is an illegal move, it is a staple element 

made possible by audience expectations and distracted referees.25  If the referee does not see 

the chop there is nothing to disqualify.  But although the audience expects to see forearm 

chops, it also demands some form of justice— as in the referee finally seeing and acting or the 

other wrestler giving the offending wrestler his just deserts.26  All of this, including the strike, 

is “intensely physical [and] even dangerous at times.”27  

 
22 See Roland Barthes, Mythologies, trans. Annette Lavers (New York: The Noonday Press, 1991). 
23 Roland Barthes, Image-Music-Text, trans. Stephen Heath (London: Fontana, 1977), 132.  
24 See Sharon Mazer, Professional Wrestling: Sport and Spectacle (Jackson, MS: University Press of Mississippi, 
1998).  
25 Ibid., 33. 
26 Barthes, Mythologies, 19-20.  
27 Broderick Chow, Eero Laine, and Claire Warden, “Hamlet Doesn’t Blade: Professional Theatre, and 
Performance,” in Broderick Chow, Eero Laine, and Claire Warden, eds., Performance and Professional 
Wrestling (London: Routledge, 2017), 1. 
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For Esther Hamori the physicality of the strike in Genesis 32:25 is in keeping with the 

physicality of Jacob’s combat and the concrete anthropomorphism of his adversary, the 

embodied God.  She describes the combat as weaponless, “non-lethal,” “spontaneous,” and 

unlike sport wrestling.28  Hamori compares the combative encounter of Jacob and the 

embodied God to that of Gilgamesh and Enkidu.29  However, while both pairs wrestle with 

each other, only Jacob’s fight features a strike.  Although Hamori discusses Jacob’s 

spontaneous fight, and describes it as a “rite of passage,” she does not explain how or where 

the strike fits in or the meaning that it conveys.30  Her only interest in the strike is to establish 

it as the disabling contact, rather than a supernatural touch.31  She states that this makes the 

best sense of the “context of the struggle … and the resulting injury to Jacob.”32  To explain 

the different meanings of contact, Hamori says that “touch” is most suitable for the angel who 

wakes the sleeping Elijah in 1 Kings 19:5-9, whereas “strike” is preferable for Jacob’s “physical 

struggle.”33  This is bolstered by her point that “the reading (magical or spiritual) ‘touch’ rather 

than ‘strike’ reflects a prior interpretive choice to de-concretise the fight.”34  However, I think 

she may be guilty of doing the reverse—that is, imposing her own physicalist assumptions on 

what kind of contact an embodied God could employ against Jacob.  A strike would typically 

correspond with a physical struggle, but there seems no reason why an embodied God could 

not use touch instead.  Nor would such a touch—even a light one, which is still tactile—“de-

concretise the fight” any more than a strike.  And, as I have previously mentioned, Jacob’s 

injury can be explained by either a strike or a supernatural touch. 

My criticisms are not meant as a dismissal of understanding the disabling contact as a strike—

I will utilise this understanding myself in subsequent chapters.  Rather, it is an admission that 

we are back to the vacant and fecund space of Jacob’s encounter.  On the basis of certain 

assumptions, we can either interpret the disabling contact as a supernatural touch or as 

physical pressure or a strike.  My own assumptions arise out of my intention to give a greater 

voice to the wrestling itself in order to understand its significance to Jacob’s encounter. 

 
28 Hamori, “Echoes of Gilgamesh in the Jacob Story,” 629-30. 
29 Ibid., 626-32. 
30 Ibid., 627, 629. 
31 Hamori, “‘When Gods Were Men,’” 97. 
32 Ibid. 
33 Ibid. 
34 Ibid. 
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The Nature of the Injury 

Jacob’s injury is a key element of his encounter.  It is the turning point in the wrestling, causing 

him to hold onto his opponent and enter into the recorded dialogue (Genesis 32:26-30).  The 

injury also completes the encounter with a taboo (v. 32) that Jordan Rosenblum says is 

“unique in that its etiology is bound with a particular moment in biblical history,” which 

includes “a key foundation myth for the entire nation of Israel: the moment in which the 

Patriarch Jacob’s name is changed to Israel.”35  Jacob’s injury disrupts the wrestling while 

giving it new meaning.   

Despite its obvious presence in the encounter, the nature of Jacob’s injury is not clear.  Hence, 

it has continued to intrigue a range of people throughout its reception history.  This has also 

included efforts to explain its broader meaning.  Jacob’s injury is about his body, his body 

interacting with an opposing body, and the body of a people.  Therefore, I will consider the 

reception history of this injury in terms of these various bodies: the broken body, sexual 

bodies, and the corporate body. 

The Broken Body 

1. Diagnosis 

The rabbis are extremely interested in the body.  This is particularly evident in the Talmud, 

which Charlotte Fonrobert tells us “is much concerned with questions of the body, with 

circumscribing it, ritualising it, rendering it readable in halakhic [rabbinic law] and midrashic 

terms.”36  In b. Ḥull, the rabbis are concerned with ritual animal slaughter and food laws.37  In 

their discussion of the prohibition of eating the sciatic nerve, they argue about which thigh is 

prohibited (b. Ḥull 91a).  In order to prove their points, they refer back to Jacob’s injury.  R. 

Samuel b. Aḥa, who argues for the right thigh, says: “The angel grappled with Jacob like a man 

who hugs another in order to throw him to the ground, and his right hand reaches to the 

 
35 Jordan D. Rosenblum, The Jewish Dietary Laws in the Ancient World (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2016), 20.   
36 Charlotte Elisheva Fonrobert, “On Carnal Israel and the Consequences: Talmudic Studies Since Foucault,” 
JQR 95.3 (2005), 466. 
37 See H. L. Strack and Günter Stemberger, Introduction to the Talmud and Midrash, trans. and ed. Markus 
Bockmuehl (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1992), 190-224; and Yitzhak Dov Gilat, “Ḥullin,” in EJudc, 9:584-85. 
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spoon of the right thigh of the other.”  To which the rabbis in favour of both thighs argue that 

“the angel came from behind Jacob and hit him on both thighs.”  The rabbis’ struggle to 

understand their eating practices calls them back to the painful encounter of their struggling 

eponymous ancestor.  

That painful injury of Jacob’s is further described or diagnosed in several midrashim and other 

works.  In Gen. Rab. 77:3, R. Berekiah and R. Eleazar vividly describe the angel “splitting” the 

thigh “open like a fish.”  As previously mentioned, in PRE 37, the angel takes “hold of the sinew 

of the hip…and [lifts] the sinew of his hip (out of its place).”  Although very similar, Michael 

Symmons Roberts’ description of Jacob’s injury in his poem “Choreography” is rather 

understated.  Out of some 30 lines of smashing each other up, Jacob’s injury only makes up 

six of them.  In those lines (41-46), the angel: 

taps the hollow of my thigh,  

and something gives.  He helps 

me up.  He’s damaged me.  

 

Somehow he’s slid my hip 

out of its bone-cup, left me 

clipped and limping. 

Jacob is “damaged,” but almost gently with a “tap,” not with the earlier fist in the face (line 1) 

or knee in the jaw (line 22).  The impact of the violence and pain is largely lost when it “dawns” 

on Jacob that the angel has been dancing with him (lines 48-49).    

But the damaged thigh or hip is not the only diagnosis of Jacob’s injury.  A number of later 

rabbis and modern biblical scholars say that Jacob was actually struck on his testicles.  The 

thirteenth-century rabbi David Qimḥi (Radak) implies as much by linking the affected area to 

the tragic rape of Jacob’s daughter by a gentile.38  Radak does this by pointing out that the 

“hollow” (kap) in the biblical description “hollow of the thigh” (kap yārēḥ) is feminine.39  What 

Radak implies here, the sixteenth-century rabbi Moses Alshekh makes explicit when he says 

 
38 Radak on Genesis 32:26 (Sefaria).  
39 Ibid. 
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that the angel attacks Jacob’s “sexual organ” because his marriage to two sisters reveals this 

as his “weakest point.”40   

More recently, three biblical scholars, S. Gervitz, L. Eslinger, and S. H. Smith, also argue that 

Jacob’s injury occurs to his genitals.41  The kap yārēḥ, they point out, refers either to the “hand 

of the thigh”—the penis, or to the “hollow, pouch-like” scrotum.42  Citing J. Skinner, L. Eslinger 

suggests that when Genesis says that Jacob’s hip was put out (32:25), what it means is that 

“Jacob had a hernia at the place of the scrotum’s attachment to the body in the course of the 

struggle.”43  This interpretation of Jacob’s injury as sexual has more far-reaching implications 

which I will examine further below, and also in chapters 6 and 7. 

2. Purposeful Limping      

For some, Jacob triumphs most in the wrestling when his body is broken by his adversary’s 

strike.  Philo portrays Jacob as an athlete of virtue, but an athlete that stands—or rather, 

limps—in contrast to the classical Greek athlete who, Nigel Nicholson tells us, wins “because 

he is excellent.”44  Even when this classical athlete is damaged or injured during sport, this 

does not disrupt his inevitable victory, and thus proves the inherent superiority of the 

aristocratic body.45  Nicholson notes how different this “rhetoric” is to the story of Jacob’s 

encounter, where his debilitating injury is recorded as a sudden weakness that bars him from 

beating his adversary.46   

Michael Symmons Roberts captures this moment, when Jacob’s thigh is tapped.  But it is 

Frederick Buechner’s literary expansion of Jacob’s fight that really highlights the dynamic and 

the implications of his sudden change in fortune.  He reveals Jacob’s experience:  

 
40 Israel Drazin, “What Prompted Jacob to Wrestle an Angel?” The Blogs: The Times of Israel, 21 November 
2018, https://blogs.timesofisrael.com/what-prompted-jacob-to-wrestle-an-angel/.   
41 S. Gervitz, “Of Patriarchs and Puns: Joseph at the Fountain, Jacob at the Ford,” HUCA 46 (1975), 51-53; L. 
Eslinger, “The Case of an Immodest Lady Wrestler in Deuteronomy 25:11-12,” VT 31.3 (1981), 273-74, 277-81; 
and S. H. Smith, “‘Heel’ and ‘Thigh’: The Concept of Sexuality in the Jacob-Esau Narratives,” VT 40.4 (1990), 
464-73.  
42 Gervitz, “Of Patriarchs and Puns,” 52; and Eslinger, “The Case of an Immodest Lady Wrestler in Deuteronomy 
25:11-12,” 274. 
43 Eslinger, “The Case of an Immodest Lady Wrestler in Deuteronomy 25:11-12,” 274.  
44 Nigel Nicholson, “The Athlete’s Body and the Rhetoric of Injury,” Classics@ 13 (2015), 
https://chs.harvard.edu/CHS/article/display/6055. 
45 Ibid. 
46 Ibid. 
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I knew that all through the night he had been waiting for that moment … I 

felt a fierce pain.  It was less a pain I felt than a pain I saw.  I saw it as light.  I 

saw the pain as a dazzling bird-shape of light.  The pain’s beak impaled me 

with light.  It blinded me with the light of its wings.  I knew I was crippled and 

done for.  I could do nothing but cling now.  I clung for dear life.  I clung for 

dear death.  My arms trussled him.  My legs locked him.  For the first time 

he spoke.47 

Jacob’s injury is no muscle twinge, but a “crippling” that reduces him to “clinging” onto his 

adversary.  It shatters his chances of victory, but this numinous pain is no simple defeat. 

For Philo, that victory cannot be separated from the defeat.  Jacob’s injury exposes the victory 

that is effectively defeat, constituting instead the defeat that is victory.  Continuing on from 

Jacob’s training by the Logos, Philo tells us in On Dreams 1:130-32 that Jacob receives an 

unusual crown of victory.  

Now the crown has a strange and outlandish and perhaps ill-sounding name; 

for the name given it by the president of the contest is “numbness”; for we 

read that “the broad part grew numb” (Genesis 32:25), a guerdon the most 

wondrous of all awards ever announced in honour of a victor.  For if the soul 

which had been made partaker of indomitable power, and has attained 

perfection in contests for the winning of virtues, and has reached the very 

limit of the good and beautiful, instead of being lifted up in ignorance and 

stepping high in vaunting mood, conscious of power to take long strides on 

sound feet, should turn numb [narkaō] and shrink in the broad limb [platos] 

enlarged by conceit, and then after thus voluntarily disabling itself go with 

limping gait, that so it might fall behind the incorporeal beings [tōn 

asōmatōn]—though seemingly worsted it will be the victor. 

As the Practiser, Jacob models Philo’s ideal of the pursuit of virtue.  His is a wrestling for 

excellence that is moderated by a limping that is a “voluntary disabling.”  This is done so that 

Jacob will not get above himself by behaving as though he is superior to the “incorporeal 

 
47 Frederick Buechner, The Son of Laughter (New York: HarperSanFrancisco, 1993), 160. 
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beings” or “divine powers” (On Dreams 1:133-52).  Jacob thus fits into a cosmic hierarchy 

which Philo orders from the transcendent God down through the Logos to the powers and 

angels and on to humanity.48  But, as both Buechner and Symmons Roberts indicate, Jacob’s 

limp is hardly voluntary; he limps because someone else has done this to him—hurt him.  But 

equally—and this is where Buechner and Symmons Roberts seem to line up with Philo—

somehow there is also benefit in Jacob’s hurt.  Sandwiched between “something giving” in 

Jacob’s thigh and being “damaged,” Symmons Roberts’ Jacob tells us that the angel “helps me 

up.”  Similarly, Buechner has Jacob describe his pain as a bird of light that penetrates him.  

Jacob’s body has to be broken because—to borrow a line from Leonard Cohen—“that’s how 

the light gets in.”49     

Sexual Bodies 

Those who interpret Jacob’s injury as somehow sexual draw attention to what is already an 

intimate encounter by virtue of the close proximity of the two wrestling bodies.  Avivah 

Zornberg describes it as “clearly a passionate experience, involving the closest confrontation 

(literally face-to-face) of the whole body.”50  Although Alicia Ostriker says that Jacob’s 

wrestling with his opponent “is not like making love,” her description of their interaction is 

unmistakably erotic.51  The wrestlers are “chest to chest like straining lovers,” emitting “low 

moans,” and slipping and sliding over each other’s muddied bodies.52   

This eroticism pervades the Jacob wrestling scenes in Tony Kushner’s play Angels in America.53  

Set during the AIDS epidemic in Ronald Reagan’s America, two gay men have rather different 

interactions with angels.  When Joe Pitt, a closeted gay Mormon, reflects on Jacob’s encounter 

with the “beautiful” angel, he recognises his own struggle with his sexuality.  It is a fight where 

everything is at stake, but victory is out of reach (1.2.2).  Prior Walter has sex with the Angel 

of America, and sometime later on, wrestles the angel, following the example of Jacob (2.2.2, 

2.5.1).  This angel is a divine emanation—like the zoharic divine potencies—whose sexual 

 
48 Termini, “Philo’s Thought within the Context of Middle Platonism.” 
49 Leonard Cohen, “Anthem,” track 5 on The Future, Columbia, 1992, compact disc.   
50 Zornberg, Genesis, 234. 
51 Alicia Suskin Ostriker, The Nakedness of the Fathers: Biblical Visions and Revisions (New Brunswick, NJ: 
Rutgers University Press, 1994), 99. 
52 Ibid., 98-99. 
53 Tony Kushner, Angels in America: A Gay Fantasia on National Themes, Parts One and Two (New York: 
Theatre Communications Group, 1995). 
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potency drives creation and instantly arouses the likes of Prior (2.2.2).54  But despite his 

election by the angel, Prior rejects its mandate against progress.  Therefore, he wrestles 

against the angel, and refuses to let it go.  To which, an angry angel responds: 

ANGEL: You have prevailed, Prophet.  You … Choose. 

 Now release me. 

 I have torn a muscle in my thigh (2.5.1). 

PRIOR: Big deal, my leg’s been hurting for months.  

Both the angel and Prior are marked by leg pain.  Yet, despite Prior’s pain—which will 

eventually result in his needing to use a walking cane (Epilogue)—he chooses to be blessed 

with “more life” (2.5.5). 

By focusing on Jacob’s injury itself, two biblical scholars, Howard Eilberg-Schwartz and 

Theodore Jennings, highlight the encounter’s link between sex and violence.55  Based on the 

hollow of the thigh referring to Jacob’s genitals (Eilberg-Schwartz), and the location of the 

sciatic nerve at the buttocks (Jennings), both conclude that Jacob is sexually assaulted by 

God.56  Each provides a different proposal for how this sexual assault fits into Jacob’s 

encounter.  For Eilberg-Schwartz, Jacob’s interaction with God represents the problem of the 

homoerotic relationship between a male human and a male deity.57  Therefore, when the male 

God strikes Jacob in his genitals it is a deliberate “unmanning” that transfigures Jacob into a 

feminine other in submission to him.58  In contrast to this assault that disguises the 

homoerotic, Jennings argues that it underscores the homoerotic desire Jacob has for his male 

God.59  In his intense passion, Jacob manages to overcome his divine lover, but not without 

 
54 See Anthony Lioi, “The Great Work Begins: Theatre as Theurgy in Angels in America,” CrossCurrents 54.3 
(2004), 96-117; and Hava Tirosh-Samuelson, “Gender in Jewish Mysticism,” in Frederick E. Greenspahn, ed., 
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55 Howard Eilberg-Schwartz, God’s Phallus and Other Problems for Men and Monotheism (Boston: Beacon 
Press, 1994), 152-58; and Theodore W. Jennings, Jnr., Jacob’s Wound: Homoerotic Narrative in the Literature of 
Ancient Israel (New York: Continuum, 2005), 253. 
56 Eilberg-Schwartz, God’s Phallus, 152-55; Jennings, Jnr., Jacob’s Wound, 253. 
57 Ibid., 155. 
58 Ibid., 155-58. 
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the lover assaulting him with a wound.60  This wound is also Jacob’s blessing; and God’s violent 

passion also becomes the  “submerged” (erotic) love that “endures ‘forever.’”61 

There is much here to stimulate my discussion of the significance of the wrestling in Jacob’s 

encounter.  In chapter 6 and 7, I will pursue some of these responses further to consider the 

ways in which this understanding both enriches and troubles Jacob’s wrestling.              

The Corporate Body 

The wrestling encounter brings together the individual body of Jacob and the corporate body 

of Israel.  This is brought out in Jacob’s renaming as Israel, and the food taboo that regulates 

Israelite dietary consumption, both of which are based on Jacob wrestling with the man-God 

(Genesis 32:28, 31).  The individual-corporate link between Jacob’s injury and the food taboo 

is further developed in some very topical and parochial interpretations in the encounter’s 

reception history. 

In Gen. Rab. 77:3, we are told of the future sense of Jacob’s injury for the corporate body of 

Israel.  It means that Esau’s guardian angel “touched [injured] the righteous men who would 

descend from him [Jacob], viz. the generation of destruction.”  This generation refers to the 

many Jews who were killed by Hadrian during the Bar Kokhba revolt (cf. 65:21).  The medieval 

rabbi Moses b. Naḥman (Naḥmanides or Ramban) further reflects on this interpretation.  His 

commentary on the Torah regards the “narratives of the Bible [as not just] simple records of 

the past, but [as] portents of the future.”62  He opens the Vayishlach section of Genesis (32:4-

36:43) by noting that “everything that happened to our father with his brother Esau will 

constantly occur to us with Esau’s children.”63  Referring specifically to Jacob’s injury, 

Naḥmanides details the terrible acts committed by the Romans against the Jews, and to “the 

other generations in which they have done to us such things as these and even worse.”64 
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The fourth/fifth-century Christian bishop Augustine of Hippo produces a rather different 

interpretation of Jacob’s injury.  In a number of sermons (122 and 229F), and in his great work 

the City of God (c.413-427 CE), he reconfigures both Jacob and the angel.  Their encounter is 

one event in the story of the patriarchs (book 16), which is told according to the framework 

of the “earthly city” and the “heavenly city.”65  Augustine says: 

This angel was another manifest symbol of Christ.  Actually, Jacob wins the 

victory over the angel who willingly submitted to defeat.  This, of course, 

dramatises a mystery.  It is a foreshadowing of Christ’s passion, in which the 

Jews are the seeming victors over Christ.  Victor as he was, Jacob begged a 

blessing of the angel, and it was the imposition of his name that was the 

blessing.  The word Israel means “seeing God”—which is the ultimate reward 

of all who are holy.  When Jacob was winning his seeming victory, the angel 

touched the sinew of his thigh and thus made him lame—blessed in those 

among his progeny who believed in Christ and lame in those who refused to 

believe.  It is the multitude of this latter class which is symbolised by the 

breadth of the sinew, for, in fact, it was of the majority of the people of Israel 

that it was foretold in prophecy: “And they limped away from their path.”66    

In this new scheme, the angel prefigures Christ, and the salvific event recasts Jacob’s injury 

into those Jews who are Christian and the greater number who are not.  Jacob is no longer 

Israel by striving and prevailing with the divine being, but rather, by believing in Christ—and 

only thus “seeing God.”  In sermon 229F.3, Augustine declares that ethnic identification with 

Jacob is insufficient: “People of Israel, look at yourself there.  Israel isn’t what you are, it’s 

what you’re called, but aren’t; the name’s all wrong in you, the crime remains in you.”67  

Although scholars like Paula Fredriksen show that Augustine departs from some of the 

antisemitic invective of previous Christian writers, he is not without blame.68  For as Gregory 

Lee points out, Augustine may favourably contrast Israel with the pagans and heretics of the 

 
65 For an overview of Augustine’s City of God, see Johannes van Oort, Jerusalem and Babylon: A study of 
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“earthly city,” and even though he acknowledges that “God continues to protect the Jews and 

their ancestral identity,” ultimately he consigns them to an “instrumental” role, merely 

pointing the way to the church.69  According to this understanding, the Jews who limp are a 

witness to the truth of the church, not to the cost of struggling for God’s blessing.  

The Outcome of the Wrestling Match 

One of the pressing questions regarding Jacob’s combative encounter with his opponent is: 

who won?  Of course, this question depends on how we interpret the nature of the wrestling, 

and who Jacob’s opponent is.  The question makes good sense if the wrestling is understood 

as sport wrestling, an argument, or a violent fight; not so much if it is a dance, or some kind of 

play.  As for the opponent, what does it mean to win against God?  How would this even be 

possible?  And even if it is, would it be appropriate?   

Stephen Geller raises this issue when he says: “Jacob’s defeating God is blasphemous; his 

defeating a man is meaningless.”70  This is the problem for the rabbis—not that God has a 

body, but that if this man-God wrestles with Jacob in a genuinely competitive match, he might 

lose—and then what?  Such a concern, and the broader preoccupation with the result of 

Jacob’s encounter being construed as a contest, may well help to uncover the significance of 

the wrestling, and think through positive and problematic aspects of this activity.  With these 

things in mind, I will consider the responses of the reception history of Jacob’s encounter 

according to the following four categories: Jacob wins, Jacob loses, it is a draw, and it is a 

no(n)-contest. 

The Genesis account has a few points in the encounter that can be taken as measures of the 

wrestlers’ performances.  In 32:25, the man-God sees that he is not prevailing against Jacob.  

When the man-God strikes Jacob, he is at a physical advantage over the disabled Jacob.  In 

verse 26, the man-God asks to be freed from Jacob’s hold.  Jacob’s new name means that he 

prevailed against the man-God (v. 28).  With the fighting over, Jacob is relieved that his “life is 
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preserved” (v. 30).  Jacob leaves the site of his struggle, still limping (v. 31).  These points can 

be interpreted in various ways to determine the outcome of the wrestling. 

Jacob Wins  

If read a certain way, Hosea—the earliest reception history response to the encounter—

clearly states that Jacob wins the wrestling.  The strongest such reading would have it so: 

3and in his manhood [Jacob] strove with  

God. 

4[Jacob] strove with [God] and prevailed, 

[God] wept and sought [Jacob’s] favour 

There is generally little debate over Jacob being the subject of the “striving” and “prevailing” 

over God.  However, the final line is so shocking that questions arise as to whether or not God 

really is the subject.  Assuming that the “weeping” follows from being “prevailed” over, and is 

not a reference to some other event in Jacob’s life—such as his reunion with Esau—then it 

seems logical that whoever loses in the preceding line—that is, God—is the one who “weeps” 

and “seeks favour.”  If that is the case, one of the obvious ways to contest such an outrageous 

victory is to claim that it was not God whom Jacob fought—it was a lesser angel.71  This 

maintains Jacob’s impressive victory, and salvages God’s standing.72  Even in Emily Dickinson’s 

poem where Jacob learns he has “worsted” God, it is the angel—not God—who begs 

permission to leave for breakfast.  

For the rabbis, Jacob’s victory over an angel is so much sweeter when it is not just any angel, 

but Esau’s guardian angel.  After being told in Gen. Rab. 77:3 that Jacob fights this particular 

angel, we are told that he loses to Jacob.  Although he concedes that the outcome is uncertain, 

R. Berekiah then states that it is the man “covered with dust” that lost to Jacob.  Rabbi Ḥanina 

b. Isaac is very clear that Jacob triumphs over Esau’s guardian angel.  And it is on this basis 

that he is confident that the corporate body of Israel will stand against the attacks of the 

nations: “‘Your guardian angel could not prevail against Israel; how much less can you!’” 

 
71 Gertner, “The Masorah and the Levites,” 280-82. 
72 See Geller, “The Struggle at the Jabbok,” 54. 
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Jacob’s wrestling victory is not limited to a single match.  For the rabbis, Israel must continue 

to prevail where Jacob has prevailed.  Israel is only as good as its last match.  According to 

Philo, the same is true of Jacob, whose name “The Practiser” means that he must continually 

train and struggle to attain virtue, and ultimately the vision of God.  Speaking of Jacob’s dream 

of the ladder (Genesis 28:10-17) , Philo says: 

It may be too that the Practiser has his own life presented to him in his vision 

as resembling a stairway; for practising is by nature an uneven business, at 

one moment going onward to a height, at another returning in the opposite 

direction, and at one time like a ship making life’s voyage with fair winds, at 

another with ill winds.  For the life of practisers is, as one has said, a life “of 

alternate days,” sometimes alive and wakeful, sometimes dead or asleep. 

(On Dreams 1:150-51) 

For Philo, this back and forth dynamic also explains why even after his name change to Israel, 

he is still called Jacob.  In his work, On the Change of Names, Philo tells us that Jacob must rest 

his body after a contest, before training again (83-84).73  

For Hamori, the outcome of this fight is in Jacob’s favour.  She emphasises that it is Jacob who 

has the power to release his opponent, which marks the end of the fight, and that he is told 

that he has “prevailed over human beings and God.”74  But Hamori makes little of the disabling 

strike, and does not address Jacob’s relief that his life has been spared.  What she seems to 

consider as most important for the outcome of the wrestling is not that Jacob is the winner, 

but that God is the loser, because the fact that God loses clearly shows that God is concretely 

anthropomorphic.75  This contrasts with ANE texts, where “one is hard pressed to find 

examples of evenly matched battles between gods and humans.”76          

 

 

 
73 See Birnbaum, “Exegetical Building Blocks in Philo’s Interpretations of the Patriarchs,” 71-73. 
74 Hamori, “Echoes of Gilgamesh in the Jacob Story,” 630. 
75 Hamori, “‘When Gods Were Men,’” 102. 
76 Ibid. 
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Jacob Loses 

If we return to Hosea, and interpret 12:4 as L. Eslinger does, then Jacob loses the fight.77  

Eslinger argues that Hosea takes the meaning of Jacob’s new name Israel in Genesis 32:28 and 

reverses it.  To reconstruct this, Eslinger adopts the emendation in Hosea 12:4 of “with” (ʾel) 

to “god” (ʾēl).78  This now translates as “And he [Jacob] strove and overcame [the] angel of 

God [ʾēl].”  This line parallels the preceding line: “He [Jacob] strove with God.”  But Eslinger 

says that Hosea inverts the subject and object of the second line to give “[The] angel of God 

strove and overcame Jacob.”  This reverses the “mighty God-battler” of Genesis into “a 

humbled and God-ruled ancestor,” who, together with his “weeping” and supplication to Esau 

(v. 4), provides Hosea with an exemplar of the course of repentance that Israel should take (v. 

6: “But as for you [Israel], return to your God”).79  

This cutting down of the presumptuous Jacob is similar to the role that the limping plays in 

Philo’s Jacob.  In the latter case, Jacob limps to avoid the temptation of self-aggrandisement 

(On Dreams 1:131).  In 1:132, Philo tells us:  

For to give up prizes to one’s betters of free choice and not under 

compulsion is accounted highly profitable, since even the second prizes 

offered in this contest immeasurably transcend in greatness of honour the 

first prizes of in all other contests. 

In giving up the first prize, Jacob is no longer the winner; through his voluntary action, his 

newly triumphant opponent makes a loser of him.  However, Philo sees a much deeper victory 

in Jacob’s apparent loss, so much so that second prize in this pursuit of godly virtue 

“transcends” the highest prize in any athletic contest.  

This loss that is somehow also a win is a key theme in Jean-Louis Chrétien’s reflection on 

Jacob’s encounter.80  Chrétien (1952-2019) is one of the “new phenomenologists,” who 

 
77 L. Eslinger, “Hosea 12:5a and Genesis 32:29: A Study in Inner Biblical Exegesis,” JSOT 18 (1980), 91-99. 
78 Ibid., 93-94. 
79 Ibid., 94-95. 
80 Jean-Louis Chrétien, Hand to Hand: Listening to the Work of Art, trans. Stephen E. Lewis (New York: Fordham 
University Press, 2003), 1-17. 
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combine philosophy and Christian theology.81  He has a particular interest in the way we are 

called by others and the Other.82  Drawing on the poet Rainer Maria Rilke’s thoughts about 

Jacob’s encounter, Chrétien describes the value of a great adversary over and above merely 

winning: 

It is a fine thing to seek out fitting adversaries, rather than those whom we 

have already defeated by sight before even engaging in a struggle.  But it is 

an even finer thing to receive an adversary who exceeds our measure, an 

irresistible adversary, for where else might we deploy ourselves to the 

unknown ends of our strength? (Emphasis original.)83 

Jacob then is not so much the man who becomes Israel by being the better wrestler and 

winning against his divine adversary.  Rather, the Israel he becomes is the strength he did not 

know he possessed, which only a greater adversary can draw out of him.  This cannot occur 

without defeat, but it is a loss that surpasses easy victory.             

It is a Draw 

A number of interpreters judge the outcome of Jacob’s encounter inconclusive.84  Neither 

Jacob or his adversary win or lose.  Each may have his moments in the fight, but in the end, it 

is a draw.85  What is of greater interest, however, is what the draw means for the encounter. 

In a single line, Jack Miles reveals the incongruity of the outcome and what follows: “Jacob, 

having fought his attacker to a draw, unexpectedly demanded of him his blessing.”86  Despite 

his best efforts, Jacob can only manage a draw, yet that does not stop him—ever the 

opportunist—from trying his luck again.  But for Robert Alter, Jacob’s draw is no small 

achievement.  He tells us that: “His winning out against the mysterious stranger consists in 

 
81 See J. Aaron Simmons and Bruce Ellis Benson, The New Phenomenology: A Philosophical Introduction 
(London: Bloomsbury, 2013). 
82 See Steven Delay, Phenomenology in France: A Philosophical and Theological Introduction (London: 
Routledge, 2019), 120-44. 
83 Chrétien, Hand to Hand, 1. 
84 For example, Westermann, Genesis 12-36, 518; Walter Brueggemann, Genesis, Interpretation (Atlanta: John 
Knox, 1982), 267; Miles, God, 74; Alter, Genesis, 182; and Zornberg, Genesis, 235.   
85 Brueggemann, Genesis, 267, 269. 
86 Miles, God, 74. 
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having fought to a kind of tie: the adversary has been unable to best him, and though he has 

hurt Jacob, he cannot break loose from Jacob’s grip.”87   

If the strike against Jacob is a cheap shot, then perhaps the fight is a draw, but Jacob has won 

the wrestling.  That is assuming that Jacob’s adversary strikes him out of fear that he will be 

defeated, and not just to avert a draw.88  However, if in holding his adversary, it is in fact 

Jacob’s adversary that holds him up, then Jacob is fortunate to come out with a draw.  Despite 

opting for a different outcome, the mystical theologian Louis Chardon makes just this point: 

“It is nevertheless true that, if he [Jacob] were not held up by the One who, in clasping him, 

communicates to him his omnipotence, he would not have held out long enough to overcome 

the Omnipotent.”89  This is powerfully displayed in the huge alabaster sculpture Jacob and the 

Angel by Jacob Epstein (1880-1959).  Here the two wrestlers are pressed against each other, 

the larger angel scooping up a limp Jacob.  Time seems to stand still in a moment where there 

is neither victory or defeat, only something in between—something we might call a draw, for 

now.         

It is a No(n)-Contest 

It is possible to dismiss an outcome for Jacob’s wrestling encounter because the strike makes 

it a no contest.  However, for some, the encounter does not lend itself to outcomes at all—at 

least, not those that are measured as wins, losses, or draws.  Instead, the encounter is better 

described as a non-contest.  When Prior Walter of Angels in America is given the chance to 

visit heaven, he meets his ex-lover’s grandmother, who tells him: “You should struggle with 

the Almighty.  It’s the Jewish way” (2.5.7).  In the course of the play, Prior learns that in the 

face of adversity all he can do is cling on to life, to struggle moment by moment—even to 

wrestle against the angel of America–regardless of any definite outcome.  The point is just to 

struggle and actively resist: the process, rather than the outcome, is what matters. 

Or perhaps the point is to play—and again, not be concerned with a result.  This is in fact the 

sense that emerges in Yehuda Amichai’s poem Jacob and the Angel.90  It is a poem that 

 
87 Alter, Genesis, 182; and similarly, Brueggemann, Genesis, 267. 
88 Hamilton claims that the man-God strikes Jacob “[t]o avoid a resounding defeat.”  See Genesis, 330. 
89 As quoted in Chrétien, Hand to Hand, 6. 
90 Yehuda Amichai, The Selected Poetry of Yehuda Amichai, trans. and ed. Chana Bloch and Stephen Mitchell 
(Berkely: University of California Press, 1996) 40. 
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showcases the twentieth-century Israeli poet’s use of intertextuality and his mixing of the 

sacred and the profane.91  Jill Hammer argues that Amichai is a “radical midrashist” who, in 

his own way, develops the zoharic understanding of the eroticism of divine encounter.92   In 

Jacob and the Angel, the divine encounter is inextricably intertwined with human encounters 

that include a man and woman making love, and two children play-fighting.  The first stanza 

describes the sexual and combative encounters using the language of competitive outcome: 

Just before dawn she sighed and held him 

that way, and defeated him. 

And he held her that way, and defeated her, 

and both of them knew that a hold 

brings death. 

They agreed to do without names. 

In the middle stanza, talk of victory and defeat disappears in the momentary experience of 

revelation.  With the coming of “first light,” the man “sees” the naked body of his lover.  By 

the next and final stanza, he also knows her name: 

Then someone called her suddenly from above, 

twice. 

The way you call a little girl from playing  

in the yard. 

And he knew her name; and let her go. 

The mutual conquest—combative and sexual—of one another has dissolved into children’s 

play.  There is no need to determine a winner here, just to know when to let go, and stop 

playing.  This is signalled by the call “from above”—from heaven—which now reveals a name.  

By ending with play, Amichai challenges imperialistic interpretations of Jacob’s encounter 

which emphasise a winner at the expense of a loser.93  This approach offers another lens for 

 
91 See Chana Kronfeld, The Full Severity of Compassion: The Poetry of Yehuda Amichai (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 2016), 117-73.  
92 Jill Hammer, “Sexuality as Revelation in the Writings of Yehuda Amichai and Veronica Golos,” Religion & 
Literature 43.2 (2011), 16-19, 23 (quote from 23).  
93 Kronfeld, The Full Severity of Compassion, 133. 
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the analysis of the significance and implications of the wrestling in Jacob’s encounter—one 

that I will pursue in chapter 7. 

Conclusion     

This chapter has focused on three more aspects of Jacob’s wrestling in order to set the scene 

for my subsequent study of the significance and implications of the wrestling in Jacob’s 

encounter.  As in the previous chapter on the reception history of Jacob’s wrestling, there are 

a range of interpretations on the nature of the disabling contact, the nature of the consequent 

injury, and the outcome of the wrestling match.  For all three of these aspects, there are 

responses which concede the difficulty of making a definite conclusion.  In a number of cases, 

it would appear that there is less delineation and more overlap.  All this is in keeping with the 

gaps and hints that characterise the encounter as we have it in Genesis.  Nevertheless, it is 

just this character of the story that offers the scope to explore its many possible 

interpretations.  In chapters 5-7, I will do just that in dialogue with other practitioners of 

combat sport.  But before I do that, I will explain my approach, and the methodology I use to 

arrive at and structure those dialogues.   
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Chapter 4: Big Break: Methodology 

Introduction 

This chapter is a bridge between previous discussions about the wrestling in Jacob’s 

encounter (chapters 2 and 3) and the dialogues I am part of that also address this topic 

(chapters 5-7).  To recall, I am not just interested in a descriptive account of the wrestling.  

Rather, my intention is to uncover the significance of the wrestling to Jacob’s encounter.  

Doing so means that I will consider the implications of the wrestling for the encounter, as well 

as make some comparative assessments between wrestling and other activities.  For, to 

understand the significance of wrestling is to set it alongside alternative activities, which offer 

their own potential contributions to Jacob’s encounter.  In other words, in asking about the 

significance of the wrestling, I am also asking why it is, given the various possible interactions 

that could occur between Jacob and the man-God, they wrestle each other? 

To answer these questions, I have constructed and used a particular approach and 

methodology, both of which draw on pertinent themes in the story’s reception history, such 

as ambiguity and the body, or rather, interacting bodies.  This, in turn, has influenced my 

choice of Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy to conceptualise my approach and configure 

my methodology.  Among other things, Merleau-Ponty is often described as the philosopher 

of ambiguity, as well as the philosopher of the body.1  In addition, his philosophy refers to and 

reflects on the phenomenon of dialogue.  This makes it conducive to the dialogue of wrestling 

bodies in the Genesis account, and the dialogical interpretations of this account by the rabbis, 

which has featured prominently in the reception history discussed in chapters 2 and 3. 

Theory 

One of the takeaways from my survey of reception history is the way in which different 

features of Jacob’s wrestling are interconnected.  So, for example, the disabling contact 

cannot be understood apart from the combative interaction within which it occurs.  And 

 
1 G. B. Madison, “The Ambiguous Philosophy of Merleau-Ponty,” Philosophical Studies 22 (1973), 63-77; and 
David Morris, “Body,” in Rosalyn Diprose and Jack Reynolds, eds., Merleau-Ponty: Key Concepts (London: 
Routledge, 2008), 111-20.    
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similarly, the nature of the combative interaction is shaped by the way in which the disabling 

contact is understood.  Features such as the disabling contact and the injury appear to be 

fixed points in the Genesis account, but the gaps in the text allow for a fair amount of fluidity, 

and therefore offer a diversity of interpretation. This raises both a challenge and an 

opportunity.  The challenge is working out where to start, and how firmly to grasp meanings 

in Jacob’s encounter that are there but are also slippery—like attempting to grip one of its 

sweaty wrestlers.  The opportunity is to articulate a “word” from the encounter that has not 

yet been heard in that way.  In this regard, Avivah Zornberg says: “there’s a classic idea in 

Jewish thinking that a certain part of Torah never was said until you said it now.  The Torah is 

always incomplete until this moment.”2 

Merleau-Ponty’s Philosophy 

1. The Lived Body 

I propose to start with a broad theoretical approach before I zero in on some working 

definitions, and then go on to describe my methodology.  My theoretical approach is informed 

by the philosophy of Merleau-Ponty.  It is a philosophy of the body that is characterised by 

three stages: “a first focused on Gestalt psychology, a second marked by Husserlian 

transcendental phenomenology, supplemented by structuralism; and an incomplete third 

shaped by ontological questions.”3  Throughout these three stages, Merleau-Ponty continues 

to emphasise the “lived body” as my existential being in the world, as well as the way this 

body models the many ways in which the world and I intersect with one another. 

The lived body is Merleau-Ponty’s attempt to overcome the dualistic thinking of idealism and 

empiricism.  This lived body is more than just the living consciousness of the individual subject, 

as abstracted by idealism, and it is also more than the behaviour of the objective body, as 

measured by empiricism.  The lived body is more because it is both—it is embodied 

consciousness or embodied subjectivity.  And it is more because, as Merleau-Ponty points out 

in his Phenomenology of Perception (PP [1945] 231), it captures “the experience of one’s own 

 
2 Bill Moyers, Genesis: A Living Conversation (New York: Doubleday, 1996), 317. 
3 Donald A. Landes, “Merleau-Ponty from 1945 to 1952: The Ontological Weight of Perception and the 
Transcendental Force of Description,” in Dan Zahavi, ed., The Oxford Handbook of the History of 
Phenomenology (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018), 361. 
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body,” rather than “the reflective procedure which detaches subject and object from each 

other, and which gives us only the thought about the body, or the body as an idea.”     

For Merleau-Ponty, the body “is my point of view on the world” (PP 81).  This point of view is 

fundamentally an openness to the world which is an immediate perception that precedes 

reflection and analysis (PP x-xi, xv-xvii, 247).  Merleau-Ponty describes this as an active 

engagement with the world, which is an “I can” before it becomes an “I think” (PP 159).  This 

is evident in my habits.  For example, I am able to type on a keyboard without knowing where 

each letter is (PP 166).  According to Merleau-Ponty, my habit is “neither a form of knowledge 

nor an involuntary action [like an instinct or reflex],” rather, “[i]t is knowledge in the hands, 

which is forthcoming only when bodily effort is made, and cannot be formulated in 

detachment from that effort” (PP 166).  This knowledge, which consists of “body techniques,” 

is typically acquired through deliberative training, and then applied to “particular situations, 

without first thinking about or planning to do so, [and]…perform[ed]…in a similarly pre-

reflective manner.”4 

Merleau-Ponty presents a body-world connection which is like a dialogue.  The world beckons 

me, and asks me questions that I have to try and answer (PP xx, 158-61, 215, 249).  This is a 

dialogue in which both body and world are changed: my body affects the world it inhabits (or 

is “geared” into), and the world shapes the kind of habits I acquire (PP 121, 167, 173, 527).  

These habits can also become rituals that help us to cope with the world.  As a living body, 

what affects my body also involves my emotional and psychological state, so that changes to 

my body techniques can “transform” the latter.5  Merleau-Ponty offers the example of a sleep 

ritual, in which: 

I lie down in bed, on my left side, with my knees drawn up; I close my eyes 

and breathe slowly, putting my plans out of my mind.  But the power of my 

will or consciousness stops there.  As the faithful, in the Dionysian mysteries, 

invoke the god by miming scenes from his life, I call up the visitation of sleep 

by imitating the breathing and posture of the sleeper.  The god is actually 

 
4 Nick Crossley, “Ritual, Body Technique and (Inter)subjectivity,” in K. Schilbrack, ed., Thinking through Rituals: 
Philosophical Perspectives (London: Routledge, 2005), 37. 
5 Ibid., 40. 
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there when the faithful can no longer distinguish themselves from the part 

they are playing, when their body and their consciousness cease to bring in, 

as an obstacle, their particular opacity, and when they are totally fused in 

the myth.  There is a moment when sleep “comes,” settling on the imitation 

of itself which I have been offering to it, and I succeed in becoming what I 

was trying to be: an unseeing and almost unthinking mass, riveted to a point 

in space and in the world henceforth only through the anonymous alertness 

of the senses (PP 189-90).  

So, by adopting a certain body position and relaxing, I put myself in a situation that is 

conducive to sleep.  I cannot consciously enact sleep, but nor is sleep some instinct that is 

completely beyond my influence.6 

This ritual of sleep highlights another important aspect of the body, and of Merleau-Ponty’s 

philosophy in general—that of ambiguity.  His presentation of a body that is both 

consciousness and material form, subject and object, active and passive, is a much richer one 

than either idealism or empiricism can offer, but it is also a very ambiguous one.  He tells us 

that the body has: 

an ambiguous mode of existing … Whether it is a question of another’s body 

or my own, I have no means of knowing the human body other than that of 

living it, and losing myself in it.  I am my body, at least wholly to the extent 

that I possess experience, and yet at the same time my body is as it were a 

“natural” subject, a provisional sketch of my total being (PP 230-31).  

My corporeal existence is ambiguous in that I live it as an individual body, yet my body has a 

“generality” about it that is common to all such bodies.7  This means that my body is bigger 

than just me, and that I cannot expect to fully control or understand all that my body is.  

Similarly, while we can experience and learn about the world, our perception and our 

language also have a generality about them that means they exceed us (PP 439, 453).  

Merleau-Ponty tells us that perception is “general” and “anonymous” insofar as my perceiving 

 
6 Ibid., 42. 
7 M. C. Dillon, Merleau-Ponty’s Ontology, 2nd ed. (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1988), 121-27. 
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body is the same type of body with which other humans perceive (PP 250).  I do not perceive 

in a manner only specific to me; there is a general sense in which I see the water in a stream, 

which is different to the stylistic vision of the artist.8     

Merleau-Ponty goes so far as to say that “if I wanted to render precisely the perceptual 

experience, I ought to say that one perceives in me, and not that I perceive” (PP 250; emphasis 

original).  The one that perceives is the general and anonymous body I have in common with 

other humans, not my consciously reflective body.  This pre-reflective and pre-personal 

perception is also the foundation and origin of the ways in which I express myself through 

gesture and language (PP 273).9  The words that I use to communicate are the already “spoken 

words” of the general and anonymous stock of pre-existing “constituted” language (PP 229).  

These words are not my own.  And yet, I am also able to communicate some new meaning in 

my own way, and thus, speak my own words (PP 229).  Merleau-Ponty refers to this as: 

that paradoxical operation through which, by using words of a given sense, 

and already available meanings, we try to follow up an intention which 

necessarily outstrips, modifies, and itself, in the last analysis, stabilises the 

meanings of the words which translate it (PP 452).              

This entanglement of constituted meaning and creative expression, and of the individual and 

the general, is also evident in the paradoxical dynamic of the dialogue.  Merleau-Ponty 

describes it as follows: 

In the experience of dialogue, there is constituted between the other person 

and myself a common ground; my thought and his are interwoven into a 

single fabric, my words and those of my interlocutor are called forth by the 

state of the discussion, and they are inserted into a shared operation of 

which neither of us is the creator.  We have here a dual being, where the 

other is for me no longer a mere bit of behaviour in my transcendental field, 

nor I in his; we are collaborators for each other in consummate reciprocity.  

Our perspectives merge into each other, and we co-exist through a common 

 
8 See Harrison Hall, “Painting and Perceiving,” The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 39.3 (1981), 291-95. 
9 See Donald A. Landes, Merleau-Ponty and the Paradoxes of Expression (London: Bloomsbury, 2013). 
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world.  In the present dialogue, I am freed from myself, for the other 

person’s thoughts are certainly his; they are not of my making, though I do 

grasp them the moment they come into being, or even anticipate them.  And 

indeed, the objection which my interlocutor raises to what I say draws from 

me thoughts which I had no idea I possessed, so that at the same time that 

I lend my thoughts, he reciprocates by making me think too (PP 413).       

The dialogue makes apparent the way that I am intertwined with the other in our shared 

world.10  Together, we draw each other out of ourselves to consider one another’s thoughts.  

Yet, in doing so, we aid each other’s thinking, clarifying and consolidating our own thoughts.  

This exchange of perspectives defines me and the other, while also blurring what comes from 

me and what comes from the other.  This highlights one further ambiguous experience, and 

points to Merleau-Ponty’s overall conclusion that “I know myself only in ambiguity” (PP 402).  

My ambiguous experience of my body, perception, language, of others, and time, all 

demonstrate that “I am never quite at one with myself” (PP 404). 

2. The “Flesh” 

In his efforts to portray the reciprocity of our intercorporeal life, Merleau-Ponty 

acknowledges that he has not gone far enough.  This marks a shift in his later philosophy from 

his phenomenological approach to an ontological one, which is characterised by his new 

concept of the “flesh.”  In the Phenomenology of Perception, Merleau-Ponty attempts to 

overcome the privileging of either subject or object by idealism and empiricism, through the 

ambiguous merger of subject and object in the lived body, and the depiction of the 

relationship between the body and the world as a dialogue.   He says: 

This subject-object dialogue, this drawing together, by the subject, of the 

meaning diffused through the object, and, by the object, of the subject’s 

intentions—a process which is physiognomic perception—arranges around 

 
10 See Daphna Erdinast-Vulcan, “In the Beginning was the Body: Reading Bakhtin with Merleau-Ponty,” in his 
book Between Philosophy and Literature: Bakhtin and the Question of the Subject (Stanford, CA: Stanford 
University Press, 2013), 135-65. 
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the subject a world which speaks to him of himself, and gives his own 

thoughts their place in the world. (PP 152-53) 

However, despite his emphasis on the mutual shaping of the subject-object interaction, 

Merleau-Ponty concedes that it is ultimately the subject that actively defines the world.  The 

body is the measure of the world, and the world “speaks to him of himself.”  As he admits in 

his posthumous work, The Visible and the Invisible (1964) [VI] 200: “The problems posed in 

[PP] are insoluble because I start there from the ‘consciousness’-‘object’ distinction.” 

In order to solve this problem, he constructs the concept of the “flesh.”  It is effectively the 

fundamental unity of the subject and the object, of the body and the world.  Merleau-Ponty 

defines it as: 

The flesh is not matter, is not mind, is not substance.  To designate it, we 

should need the old term “element,” in the sense it was used to speak of 

water, air, earth, and fire, that is, in the sense of a general thing, midway 

between the spatio-temporal individual and the idea, a sort of incarnate 

principle that brings a style of being wherever there is a fragment of being.  

The flesh is in this sense an “element” of Being (VI 139). 

This element of Being allows Merleau-Ponty to construe the connection between body and 

world as much tighter, and deeper than he had previously done.  To do this, he re-examines 

the lived body and then extrapolates out from it to the world: 

If one wants metaphors, it would be better to say that the body sensed and 

the body sentient are as the obverse and the reverse … And everything said 

about the sensed body pertains to the whole of the sensible of which it is a 

part, and to the world (VI 138). 

Merleau-Ponty’s picture of the body as sensing and sensible—the sensible-sensing body—

means that I am fully immersed in the world that I perceive.  For example, in the same way 

that my seeing something is a vision of its exterior, so my exterior is seen in the act of my 

seeing (VI 134).  As Merleau-Ponty puts it: “My body as a visible thing is contained within the 

full spectacle.  But my seeing body subtends this visible body, and all the visibles with it.  There 
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is reciprocal insertion and intertwining of one in the other” (VI 138).  This seeing-seen dynamic 

is not just about the body, but is fundamental to vision itself, which Merleau-Ponty describes 

as “an anonymous visibility” (VI 142).  As in the Phenomenology of Perception, visibility is 

anonymous because it is not specific to any one body—it is the same visibility for me and for 

the other who see “the individual green of the meadow” (VI 142).  

However, Merleau-Ponty now grounds it in the shared reality of the “flesh.”  And it is here 

that its intertwinement of seer and seen is developed into their reversibility.11  Merleau-Ponty 

describes the reversibility of vision as “the vision he exercises, he also undergoes from the 

things, such that, as many painters have said, I feel myself looked at by the things, my activity 

is equally passivity” (VI 139).  This reversibility is most well-known from his description of the 

tactility between two hands—one’s own or the exchange of hands in a handshake (VI 133-34, 

141-42, 147-48).  In the case of my own hands, there is a change of sensation between the 

touching hand and the hand touched.  In one moment, I sense my left hand touching my right 

hand, so that my left hand is active while my right hand, that is touched, is passive.  Then, in 

the next moment, I sense a reversal.  Now my right hand that was being touched, feels like it 

is doing the touching.  The active hand becomes passive, and vice versa (VI 133-34).  There is 

in the reversibility of my own hands an analogous principle that makes sense of the 

reversibility in a handshake (VI 142).12 

The great strength of Merleau-Ponty’s dynamic of reversibility is that it is a far-reaching 

solution to the problem of dualism, which splits and ranks phenomena.13  Reversibility takes 

seriously the “wild” being of our pre-reflective experience which undergirds our conscious 

deliberations.  While this wild being funds our knowledge and our reflections, it eludes our 

attempts at atomisation and essentialist understanding.  This is because it is inherently 

“undivided,” somewhere between “facts” and “essences” (VI 121, 130).  Merleau-Ponty’s 

reversibility is a reminder of the fluidity within and between bodies, as well as between 

senses—such as “the palpation of the eye”—and between bodies and the world (VI 133-46, 

152). 

 
11 Dillon, Merleau-Ponty’s Ontology, 153-76. 
12 See Sarah LaChance Adams, Mad Mothers, Bad Mothers, & What a ‘Good’ Mother Would Do: The Ethics of 
Ambivalence (New York: Columbia University Press, 2014), 128. 
13 Dillon, Merleau-Ponty’s Ontology, 169-73. 
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But does Merleau-Ponty’s solution to the bifurcation of dualism fall prey to another 

problem—that of monism?  When he describes the way the sensations of the left hand neatly 

map onto the right, does this mean that, in their coincidence, the right hand is subsumed by 

the left?  Does the object become superimposed by the subject?  Or does the other get 

swallowed up by the self?  To understand Merleau-Ponty’s answer, we have to return to his 

description of the two hands.  Here he explains that: 

To begin with, we spoke summarily  of a reversibility of the seeing and the 

visible, of the touching and the touched.  It is time to emphasise that it is a 

reversibility always imminent and never realised in fact.  My left hand is 

always on the verge of touching my right hand touching the things, but I 

never reach coincidence; the coincidence eclipses at the moment of 

realisation, and one of two things always occurs: either my right hand really 

passes over to the rank of touched, but then its hold on the world is 

interrupted; or it retains its hold on the world, but then I do not really touch 

it—my right hand touching, I palpate with my left hand only its outer 

covering (VI 147-48). 

What we have here then is the intertwinement of individual hands that always just seem to 

fall short of reversibly coinciding with one another.  Once again, the body for Merleau-Ponty 

becomes a means by which to understand the dynamic of the “flesh.”  The non-coincidence 

between the body’s touching and being touched—and its seeing and being seen—is 

simultaneously “a sort of dehiscence [that] opens my body in two” and an “overlapping or 

encroachment,” in which “the things pass into us as well as we into the things” (VI 123).  

Merleau-Ponty considers this sensing-sensible body to be a “prototype of Being” insofar as 

its “paradox” of sensing-sensibility “already lies in every visible” (VI 136).  As an “element” of 

Being, the “flesh” also opens itself and diverges into “the flesh of the world” and the “flesh of 

the body” (VI 139, 250).  Both engage collectively and distinctly: in the first case, “coupling” 

to facilitate the visible and the tangible, and in the second case, with humans “as beings who 

turn the world back upon itself,” and allow it to almost see and touch itself (VI 136, 155, 160, 

248-50).      
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Another phenomenon that is revealed and concealed in the opening of the “flesh” is the 

invisible.  In the final essay Merleau-Ponty published (“Eye and Mind,” 1961; published in 

PrP)—a metaphysics of painting—he tells us: 

Every visual something, as individual as it is, functions also as a dimension, 

because it gives itself as the result of a dehiscence of Being.  What this 

ultimately means is that the proper essence of the visible is to have a layer 

of invisibility in the strict sense, which it makes present as a certain absence 

(The Primacy of Perception [PrP] 187). 

These apparent opposites directly apply to me in my seeing and being seen in that “[v]ision is 

not a certain mode of thought or presence to self; it is the means given me for being absent 

from myself, for being present at the fission of Being from the inside” (PrP 186).  As with the 

fission of sense and sensibility in the non-coincidence of the two hands, so too there is a gap 

that occurs in my attempt to see myself seeing.  Merleau-Ponty says that this gap is the 

invisible of my self-perception—I still perceive, but what I see of myself is “a non-visible” or 

“a self-presence that is an absence from self”  (VI 249).  Merleau-Ponty defines this non-visible 

as “what has been or will be seen and is not seen, or what is seen by an other than me, not 

by me” (VI 227-28).  It is because of this invisibility—this “depth” in my “flesh,” and distance 

that marks the absence from my self—that I am able to “encounter” myself.14  

Definitions 

Combat Sport 

In order to answer the question of the wrestling’s significance in Jacob’s encounter, I draw on 

the experiences of participants in various combat sports.  I have chosen combat sport because 

the nature of its activity offers a suitable approximation to Jacob’s wrestling.  It is an 

approximation because, as is evident from the reception history, we do not know exactly what 

kind of fighting occurred.  Whatever it was, it bore some resemblance to the wrestling of the 

time, involved some degree of competitive effort, and included at least one—what I take to 

be—strike.  This could amount to anything from a violent street-fight to an organised combat 

 
14 David Michael Levin, “Visions of Narcissism: Intersubjectivity and the Reversals of Reflection,” 
in M. C. Dillon, ed., Merleau-Ponty Vivant (Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 1991), 68. 
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sport match.  Given the dearth of details in Genesis 32, a case could be made for either.  I 

have chosen combat sport because I think it is broad enough to also interact with street-

fighting. 

Given this need for breadth, I adopt a general working definition of combat sport that also 

includes other similar activities that are sometimes excluded.  Combat sports, such as MMA, 

boxing, and Olympic wrestling, are types of regulated fighting where typically the emphasis is 

on some form of one-on-one competition.  A successful combat athlete commonly wins either 

by points or by disabling his or her opponent.  These sports are often differentiated from 

martial arts or self-defence training.  However, the differences are not clear by any means—

for example, a martial artist can compete in combat sport or a combat sport practitioner can 

practise techniques in the same way a martial artist does.15   

In his “open description” of martial arts, Sixt Wetzler presents a number of characteristics 

that I will adapt for combat sport.16  These characteristics give us a useful map—and like any 

map it is at best a sketch for a landscape that is constantly changing.  If the characteristics are 

points on the map, then the number and size of those points will vary for different 

participants.  For a number of participants, combat sport provides a means to test their 

fighting skills in a regulated environment.  For others who train rather than fight 

competitively, it is an opportunity to play-fight.17   As well as competitive sport, combat sport 

is perceived as “real fighting,” which is an efficient form of self-defence against physical 

violence.18  Whether competing before an audience or drilling with a partner, combat sport 

allows participants to perform.19  Participants may also commit to combat sport to experience 

improved fitness and health—physical and mental.  Some participate in combat sport for a 

 
15 See Sixt Wetzler, “Martial Arts Studies as Kulturwissenschaft: A Possible Theoretical Framework,” MAS 1 
(2015), 24-25. 
16 Ibid., 25-26. 
17 See Janet O’Shea, Risk, Failure, Play: What Dance Reveals about Martial Arts Training (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2019). 
18 See Michael Staack, Fighting As Real As It Gets: A Micro-Sociological Encounter (Berlin: J. B. Metzler, 2019); 
and David T. Mayeda and David E. Ching, Fighting for Acceptance: Mixed Martial Artists and Violence in 
American Society (Lincoln, NE: iUniverse, 2008), 188-89.  
19 See Dale C. Spencer, Ultimate Fighting and Embodiment: Violence, Gender and Mixed Martial Arts (New 
York: Routledge, 2012), 83-94. 
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sense of self-transcendence through belonging to an intentional gym community and/or 

achieving some moral or spiritual excellence or state of flow. 

Combat Sport and Lived Religion 

This particular definition is especially relevant to my study.  My question about the 

significance of the combative interaction between Jacob and the man-God is by necessity also 

a question about the relationship between this activity and religion.  That such a relationship 

exists is well documented for traditional martial arts.  The connection between 

spirituality/religion and the martial arts—with their associated origin myths and secret 

practices—is particularly entrenched in the popular cultural perception of the Asian martial 

arts.20  This is the result of a Western exoticising of the Asian “Other” as essentially some kind 

of mystical Oriental.21  Yet this obscures the spiritual or religious trappings in the combat 

sports that have come to be associated with the West.  For example, Paul Bowman describes 

how American freestyle karate and MMA “have tended, if anything, to distance themselves 

from anything Eastern or Oriental and to champion their Western-ness—which is taken to 

mean their rational, efficient, sporting, competitive, and verificationist approach, 

unencumbered by alternative belief systems or mysticism.”22  But the reception history of 

Jacob’s encounter shows a clear link between the combat sport of wrestling and religion.  

Furthermore, there is evidence of this link for other combat sports, such as boxing, BJJ, and 

MMA.23  

 
20 Useful overviews can be found under “Folklore in the Martial Arts,” and the entries for “Religion and 
Spiritual Development” in Thomas A. Green and Joseph R. Svinth, eds., Martial Arts in the Modern World 
(Westport, CT: Praeger Publishers, 2003).  
21 For the classic text on the West’s enactment of power over the East by representing it as mystical, 
psychologically weak, and feminine, see Edward W. Said’s Orientalism (New York: Vintage Books, 1979).  For its 
relevance to Asian martial arts, see Paul Bowman, The Invention of Martial Arts: Popular Culture between Asia 
and America (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2021), 137-41.   
22 Paul Bowman, “‘I Know Kung fu?’” or: When Orientalism is a Good Thing,” First draft of a paper to be given 
at the ACS Crossroads Conference in Paris, July 2012. 
23 See Kevin Grace, “Boxing and Religion: Faith and Heritage in the Sweet Science,” in Keith Gilbert, ed., 
Fighting: Intellectualising Combat Sports (Champaign, IL: Common Ground, 2014), 181-88; Raphael Schapira, 
“God’s Warriors: Embodying Evangelical Brazilian Jiu-jitsu in Rio de Janeiro,” in Paul Bramadat et al., eds., 
Urban Religious Events: Public Spirituality in Contested Spaces (London: Bloomsbury, 2021), 177-88; and 
Justine Gever, “Jesus Didn’t Tap: Masculinity, Theology and Ideology in Christian Mixed Martial Arts,” Religion 
and American Culture: A Journal of Interpretation 24.2 (2014), 141-85.   
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None of this is meant as proof for the inherently religious or spiritual nature of combat sport.  

Even if this was once the case, historian of sport Allen Guttmann correctly notes that modern 

sport is structured rather differently.  He says: 

Modern sports are activities partly pursued for their own sake, partly for 

other ends which are equally secular.  We do not run in order that the earth 

be more fertile.  We till the earth, or work in our factories and offices , so 

that we can have time to play.24 

This may appear to disregard the religious rituals of individual athletes, but as Guttmann 

makes clear—and this is the key point of difference—“the contest [itself] is a secular event.”25  

This does not stop him from allowing that modern sport still has some indirect link with 

religion insofar as it is “the modern analogue to traditional religious ritual.”26  Guttmann is 

certainly right that the institutional meaning of modern sport has changed, and so too its 

associated rituals.  But this does not account for the consistency of the athletic body and its 

body techniques and rituals—such as the same wrestling hold between two Egyptian 

wrestlers or two sixteenth-century Cheyenne Indians or two modern Olympians.27  The issue 

then is not so much the associated meanings or analogues to rituals, but rather, as Ove 

Korsgaard puts it, “that physical action in sport itself is a ritual.”28 

So, while my intention is not to prove an inherent religious meaning for combat sport, it is to 

at least keep open the possibility that it is capable of manifesting that meaning.  In particular, 

I argue that the body habituated in the practices of combat sport might be a locus of 

spiritual/religious experience.  Here I am thinking of Justine Greve’s analysis of male Christian 

MMA fighters in whom “the body and its practices are the theology” of a contemporary 

version of “muscular Christianity.”29  To be clear, I am not advocating a specific theological 

 
24 Allen Guttmann, From Ritual to Record: The Nature of Modern Sports (New York: Columbia University Press, 
1978), 26. 
25 Ibid., 25. 
26 Allen Guttman, Sports Spectators (New York: Columbia University Press, 1986), 183.   
27 For the first two, see Graeme Kent, A Pictorial History of Wrestling (London: Spring Books, 1968), 9 and 129. 
28 Ove Korsgaard, “Sport as a Practice of Religion: The Record as Ritual,” in John Marshall Carter and Arnd 
Krüger, eds., Ritual and Record: Sports Records and Quantification in Pre-Modern Societies (New York: 
Greenwood Press, 1990), 117 (original is emphasised). 
29 Gever, “Jesus Didn’t Tap,” 168 (emphasis original). 
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expression, but rather, the possible potential of the combat body, through its combat training, 

to experience something of the sacred or numinous.   

Let me explain what that might look like.  Just as I have opted for a broad understanding of 

combat sport, so I will maintain a relatively open definition of spirituality/religion.  In order 

to understand Jacob’s wrestling, I consider the “lived” bodies of combat sport practitioners.  

Similarly, to understand the significance of Jacob’s wrestling within the context of a religious 

encounter, I will focus on “lived” religion.  Meredith McGuire describes lived religion as “how 

religion and spirituality are practiced, experienced, and expressed by ordinary people (rather 

than official spokespersons) in the context of their everyday lives.”30  I will take “spirituality” 

to mean something more specific to an individual—more personal, if you like—and “religion” 

as something more institutional.  However, I do not want to press this distinction too far, as I 

think there is a fair degree of overlap between them, so in many cases I will use them 

interchangeably.31  

In addition to utilising Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy to interpret the combat bodies of Jacob 

and the man-God, and the bodies of the practitioners, I will use it to contour my 

understanding of lived religion.  Taken together, my focus is on the religious meaning of the 

two wrestling bodies of Jacob and the man-God, and likewise the bodies of the practitioners.  

This adds a certain specificity to one of the key questions of this study: What is the religious 

significance of the wrestling in Jacob’s encounter with the man-God?       

Based on Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy, lived religion is best described as an embodied 

spirituality.  Lived religion is about living bodies interacting through embodied practices.  As 

Robert Orsi puts it, it “is always religion-in-action, religion-in-relationships between people, 

between the ways the world is and the way people imagine or want it to be.”32  Shared, 

intercorporeal practices become religious or touch upon religion through what is sacred in 

the bodies themselves.  This is the sacramental sense of the sensory body that Merleau-Ponty 

borrows from the Catholic tradition: 

 
30 Meredith B. McGuire, Lived Religion: Faith and Practice in Everyday Life (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2008), 12. 
31 See ibid., 6-12. 
32 Robert A. Orsi, “Is the Study of Lived Religion Irrelevant to the World We Live in? Special Presidential Plenary 
Address, Society for the Scientific Study of Religion, Salt Lake City, November 2, 2002,” JSSR 42.2 (2003),  172. 
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Just as the sacrament not only symbolises, in sensible species, an operation 

of grace, but is also the real presence of God, which it causes to occupy a 

fragment of space and communicates to those who eat of the consecrated 

bread, provided that they are inwardly prepared, in the same way the 

sensible has not only a motor and vital significance, but is nothing other than 

a certain way of being in the world suggested to us from some point in space, 

and seized and acted upon by our body, provided that it is capable of doing 

so, so that sensation is literally a form of communion (PP 246). 

Already, at this most primordial level, before any conscious bifurcation into subject and 

object, the body is wonderfully engaged with the world.  Merleau-Ponty once again uses a 

religious term to underscore this: “We witness every minute the miracle of related 

experience, and yet nobody knows better than we do how this miracle is worked, for we are 

ourselves this network of relationships” (PP xxiii).  Experience of the sacred is already there 

in the interconnected bodies of wrestlers, we do not need to look for it beyond them in some 

transcendent realm.33   

Although the Christian phenomenologist Gerardus van der Leeuw (1890-1950) refers to such 

a realm, his description of dance does highlight the sacred in the everyday.34  This is useful for 

considering how the sacred occurs in wrestling.  He tells us that dancing is “the expression of 

the holy through beautiful movement.”35  But even when this beauty is absent, the dancing is 

not, for “[w]hoever does not dance runs, races, waddles, limps—that is, he dances badly.”36  

To dance—even in a secular form—is to find oneself, and experience the sacred.37  This is 

because dancing connects the dancing body with a world—and even beyond—that is always 

“dancing”: 

Whoever dances after the manner of the primitives or religious ecstatics, 

indeed whoever in our modern culture subjects himself to a predetermined 

rhythm in a parade or a procession, understands, whether clearly or vaguely, 

 
33 Michael P. Berman, Merleau-Ponty and God: Hallowing the Hollow (London: Lexington, 2017), 72. 
34 Gerardus van der Leeuw, Sacred and Profane Beauty: The Holy in Art, trans. David E. Green (London: 
Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1963).  
35 Ibid., 56. 
36 Ibid., 74. 
37 Ibid., 17, 73. 
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that his movement is a reflection of primeval movement; that the rhythm of 

his dance is like the distant sound of breakers which emanates from the beat 

of waves in the heart of the universe.  Just as at the high point of the 

Christian liturgy the earthly voices unite with the chorus of angels and “with 

angels and archangels and with all the company of heaven laud and magnify 

his glorious name,” so man tries in the dance to follow the rhythm of the 

angels and the movement of their heavenly round.38            

Wrestling is a lot like dance—with a difference.  Speaking of entertainment wrestling—but 

equally relevant to Olympic wrestling and combat sport in general—Jesse Ventura observes: 

“[Wrestling] is like ballet with violence.”39  So, like dance, combat sport has its “primeval 

movement” and “rhythm.”  But it also has collisional force, so we could say—no doubt to the 

protests of van der Leeuw, who sees no spirituality in “animalistic boxing champions”40— that 

it is like the crashing waves and the great struggle of the cosmos.  And where van der Leeuw 

states that we must approach the divine in dance, we can say—like Sarah Ironson in Angels 

in America (2.5.6)—“You should struggle with the Almighty.” 

These connections between the wrestling body and the sacred are important contours on my 

map of lived religion.  However, they are also rather all-encompassing, and therefore risk my 

map becoming the landscape itself.  As with Merleau-Ponty’s overlapping hands that never 

completely coincide, so too with my map of wrestling bodies and the sacred—while it can 

show up the overlap between the two, it can never equate them.  For, in keeping with 

Merleau-Ponty’s concept of the “flesh,” the very visibility of the bodies and the sacred, and 

even their overlap, is only made possible by an invisibility—an absence in presence—which 

exceeds our perception and understanding.   

Even one ambiguous body, let alone multiple such bodies, is a challenge for anyone to map.  

Still, although the map is only a partial representation, it is still useful insofar as it is grounded 

in what it depicts.  I may lack a complete picture of my own body, and the bodies of others, 

but I do have some sense insofar as I am intertwined with the other—as Merleau-Ponty puts 

 
38 Ibid., 68. 
39 Vann R. Newkirk II, “Jesse Ventura’s Theory of Politics,” The Atlantic, 26 July 2016, 
https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2016/07/jesse-ventura-book-wrestling-politics/492203/. 
40 Van der Leeuw, Sacred and Profane Beauty, 56. 

https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2016/07/jesse-ventura-book-wrestling-politics/492203/
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it, “there is overlapping or encroachment, so that we must say that the things pass into us as 

well as we into the things” (VI 123).  This is an apt illustration of the combat bodies themselves 

in Genesis and in their various gyms and competitions, and the potential for these combat 

bodies to touch the sacred.  But it is also a reminder of the importance of overlapping non-

coincidence for the way that I understand the experiences of my participants—which I will 

discuss in the next section.   

The final contour on my map of lived religion as it relates to Jacob’s encounter is the emphasis 

on the embodied nature of the man-God.  The “God” aspect of Jacob’s wrestling adversary 

immediately brings the sacred to the fore.  This has the potential to act as a distraction in a 

couple of ways.  One is that it could appear as though without “God” in the encounter, with 

Jacob only wrestling another man, there is little chance of some experience of the sacred.  But 

that is to overlook the potential for the sacred in the wrestling bodies of two humans.  The 

other distraction amounts to the same thing, and that is to posit the presence of a 

transcendent God in the wrestling—that is, to present God as not entirely embodied, on the 

assumption that the sacred cannot be reduced to an  embodied spirituality. 

In this study, where I focus on God in the encounter, I will assume that God is embodied just 

as Jacob is embodied.  Here, I take my cue from Merleau-Ponty’s observation on the Christian 

incarnation: 

the Christian God wants nothing to do with a vertical relation of 

subordination.  He is not simply a principle of which we are the consequence, 

a will whose instruments we are, or even a model of which human values 

are only the reflection.  There is a sort of impotence of God without us, and 

Christ attests that God would not be fully God without becoming fully man.  

Claudel goes so far as to say that God is not above but beneath us—meaning 

that we do not find him as a suprasensible idea, but as another ourself which 

dwells in and authenticates our darkness.  Transcendence no longer hangs 

over man; he becomes, strangely, its privileged bearer (Signs (1952) [S] 71). 

The transcendence of God, our transcendence, is no longer something “above” us.  

Transcendence is something beneath us, in the depths of our embodied existence.  Merleau-



 78 

Ponty explains that it is “because of depth that the things have a flesh” (VI 219).  It is the 

depth of the “flesh” that makes possible—through reversibility—both the immanence of 

overlapping and the transcendence of non-coincidence.  Anthony Steinbock describes depth 

as “a relation of antagonism” where apparent opposites, such as “presence and absence,” 

“sameness and otherness,” as well as the visible and invisible, push against and pull 

together.41  It is this depth that both reveals and conceals the body, and I would add, the 

sacred. 

Ethnographic Study 

From One Encounter to Another 

To this point, I have discussed Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy of the body and defined combat 

sport and lived religion or embodied spirituality.  These are key elements for me to answer 

the central question of this study: What is the significance of the wrestling in Jacob’s 

encounter with the man-God?  Merleau-Ponty offers a theory of the body as lived body and 

sensing-sensible being in the “flesh,” which highlights the profound relationality of embodied 

existence.  This really opens up the embodied figures in the encounter and duly attends to 

their intercorporeal interaction of wrestling.  I enter their encounter through the experiences 

of participants of combat sport, which includes wrestling.  This also means that I encounter 

the participants with a shared interest in combat sport, as well as my particular focus on 

Jacob’s combative interaction with the man-God—with all this holds for an understanding of 

embodied spirituality. 

It might be objected that, given how fraught with difficulty a contemporaneous encounter is, 

it is not possible to move between encounters so far apart as Jacob’s and my own.  Here I 

come back to some comments Merleau-Ponty makes in a lecture (Institution and Passivity [IP] 

64-69, 1954-55), which responds to the question: “Does one time have access to another 

time?” (64).  His answer is that we can make a partial connection because each of us is not 

completely isolated within our own “time” (IP 67).  Because we are not completely shut off 

within our own time, we can recognise difference (IP 67).  We are still faced with the 

 
41 Steinbock, “Merleau-Ponty’s Concept of Depth,” 340. 
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temptations of reading the beliefs and experiences of our own time into another time (IP 64), 

but this need not be wholesale or incapable of revision.42      

So, Merleau-Ponty presents bodies as open to other times.  Even within my own life, I am 

never fully present to myself: 

My hold on the past and the future is precarious and my possession of my 

own time is always postponed until a stage when I can fully understand it, 

yet this stage can never be reached, since it would be one more moment 

bounded by the horizon of its future, and requiring in its turn, further 

developments in order to be understood (PP 404). 

This non-coincidence whereby “I am never quite at one with myself” (PP 404) means that I 

am always on the move—a body open to other bodies.  And this is also what we have seen in 

the reception history of the biblical story of Jacob’s encounter.  This is a textual account that 

is vacant and fecund, ever ready to be re-read and interpreted—waiting for the night, so that 

another wrestle might commence.  In his study of the reception history of biblical texts, 

Brennan Breed points out their constantly shifting contexts, and adds that the “meaning of a 

context is often only found outside of that context, out of context itself, past and future.”43  

Like our bodies, Breed concludes that “biblical texts are not quite at home.”44    

Encounter with Combat Sport Participants 

In order to understand Jacob’s combative interaction with the man-God, I undertook an 

ethnographic study of 31 participants of combat sports.  This involved conducting interviews 

and observing their training, as well as attending MMA, wrestling, and BJJ 

shows/competitions.  In doing so, I was also a participant of combat sport, in particular the 

sport of BJJ.  There are a number of reasons why I decided to get involved in this manner—to 

 
42 Kerry H. Whiteside, Merleau-Ponty and the Foundation of an Existential Politics (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 1988), 123-32. 
43 Brennan W. Breed, Nomadic Text: A Theory of Biblical Reception History (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University 
Press, 2014), 102. 
44 Ibid., 202. 
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engage my own body and become a “carnal” ethnographer.45  One is that my study is not 

concerned with the body as an object, but as lived—the lived body as described by Merleau-

Ponty.  Therefore, I decided to study the lived bodies of the other participants as a fellow 

participant with my lived body.  According to Merleau-Ponty, this is just how we engage with 

the world: 

It is the body and it alone, because it is a two-dimensional being, that can 

bring us to the things themselves, which are themselves not flat beings but 

beings in depth, inaccessible to a subject that would survey them from 

above, open to him alone that, if it be possible, would coexist with them in 

the same world (VI 136). 

There is no privileged view from “above” because as bodies, we are embedded in the world, 

in its “flesh.”  This is particularly evident in the very body-specific world of combat sport.  In 

his criticism of Sharon Mazer’s “transcendent” ethnography of professional wrestling, 

Laurence de Garis points out that, given its tactility, you have to get into the ring, so to speak, 

or you will be limited by those things language and sight cannot access.46  This is an issue, as 

de Garis notes that “many sport ethnographers discuss ‘the body,’ [but] there is little 

discussion of their bodies.”47  Dale Spencer adds a helpful corrective here when he states that 

an “ethnographer’s body is intimately linked with the entire research process.”48   

My other reason for joining in with the other participants is that I have had a lifelong 

fascination with martial arts and combat sport.  This has included long stretches of training in 

kempo karate, which I reluctantly stopped on the advice of a church pastor who claimed that 

all martial arts are demonic.  At the time I began this study, I was attending a gym in Auckland 

where I had participated in a year of basic MMA, but was now training in BJJ five to six days a 

week.  I was also learning freestyle wrestling at another gym in Auckland.   

 
45 See Raúl Sánchez García and Dale C. Spencer, “Introduction: Carnal Ethnography as Path to Embodied 
Knowledge,” in Raúl Sánchez García and Dale C. Spencer, eds., Fighting Scholars: Habitus and Ethnographies of 
Martial Arts and Combat Sports (London: Anthem Press, 2013), 8-14. 
46 Laurence de Garis, “Experiments in Pro Wrestling: Toward a Performative and Sensuous Sport Ethnography,” 
Sociology of Sport Journal 16 (1999), 70-71 (emphasis in original; and note his “disclaimer” on 71). 
47 Ibid., 71. 
48 Spencer, Ultimate Fighting and Embodiment, 164. 
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Combat sport in Aotearoa is no different to any other sports in any other places, in that the 

majority of its practitioners are hardly world champions, nor even aspire to be so.  The 

Auckland gym I was training at is a fairly typical example of an MMA gym that offers MMA, 

stand-up striking, and grappling (BJJ and very basic wrestling).  The physical gym is an ex-

factory building with just a roller door at one end of a small ringed area, while the rest is 

completely matted.  It is open for training seven days a week, with various instructional 

classes and sparring, or open-mat sessions that cater for recreational participants and serious 

competitors/fighters.  On a busy night it is not uncommon to have some 40 practitioners 

training across the two sections of the gym.  A typical class starts with a 10-minute warm-up, 

followed by instruction and then drilling of two or three techniques, and in the case of BJJ, it 

often ends with three or four rounds of rolling or grappling.  In the entrance area to the gym, 

there is a glass cabinet with various title belts and trophies, and higher up on the block walls 

there are pictures of some of the fighters and old posters promoting fight events.            

Between June and September 2015, I carried out 31 in-depth semi-structured interviews.  

Participants were recruited through posters displayed in the gym, through Facebook, and via 

the “snowballing” method.49  Each participant signed a consent form, having been informed 

about the focus of the study on “the role of the body in combat sport and its importance to 

making meaning and spirituality.”50  At the time of the interviews, the participants were all 

between the ages of 22 and 57, with an average age of 37 years.  Of the 31 participants, 27 

are male and 4 are female, which is reflective of the gender imbalance in combat sport.  Half 

of the participants self-identify as Europeans, predominantly New Zealand European or 

Pākehā, and the others as Māori (NZ and Cook Island), Samoan, Indian, Filipino, Malaysian, 

Vietnamese, Brazilian, Argentinian, and Chilean.  Three participants have not completed 

secondary school, and just over half have gained post-secondary qualifications.  Two 

participants have master’s degrees, and two have doctorates.51  

The majority of the participants train or have trained in both MMA and BJJ, with one 

participant also training in judo, another in freestyle wrestling, and one exclusively in muay 

 
49 Snowballing is where the researcher gets further participants from one or two existing participants, and so 
on. 
50 For copies of the Consent Form, Participant Information Sheet, and Advertisements, see Appendices B-D. 
51 For a table with the full biographical details of the participants, see Appendix E. 
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Thai.  Over half of the participants have trained in combat sport for at least five years, and 

three-quarters have had previous experience with other martial arts.  Two-thirds are 

recreational participants, and the rest are or have been fighters/active competitors, one of 

these in a professional capacity (MMA).  At the time, one half of the participants were training 

or had trained at the Auckland gym I was training at, while the rest came from seven other 

gyms, one of which is a Christian community gym north of Auckland.  Seven of the participants 

work as combat sport coaches in these gyms, with most of the other participants working in 

various professional, service, sales, and trades occupations, or studying at tertiary 

institutions.  Participants’ relationship to religion ranged from agnostic through to 

fundamentalist Christian. 

1. The Interviews  

All of my interviews were conducted face-to-face.  For 20 of the participants, this was not the 

first time we had met; in fact, for the majority of these 20, we had already trained together 

at least once.  This familiarity made the initial meeting much easier.  In all but one case, the 

interviews were completely one-on-one, the exception being a mix of two interviewees for 

some periods of time.   The average interview duration was just under one hour and forty 

minutes, with interviews ranging from just under one hour to three and a quarter hours.  Of 

the 31 interviews, eight occurred over more than one sitting, with two extending to three 

sittings.  While not planned, these additional interviews allowed for multiple takes on some 

topics, and consequently for greater development and clarity.   

All of the interviews were audio recorded, which freed me up to focus on the interviewee, 

and the interview itself.  Most of the interviews took place in homes (participants’ and my 

own) or one of the eight gyms, as well as in cafeterias.  Each of these came with their own 

advantages and disadvantages, either of which may have been different for me or the 

interviewee.  What I appreciated as a home comfort may have felt like unfamiliar territory to 

the interviewee.  The active toddlers and overly affectionate pet that distracted me may well 

have put the interviewees at ease.  The cafeterias were generally noisy, and so hearing at the 

time could be rather challenging.  And, while gyms offered little privacy, they offered a certain 

sensory stimulus if there was a class on.        
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Of the eight gyms—each effectively a second home for the participants—I have visited six, 

four on a fairly regular basis.  In addition to the one I trained at, two gyms are located within 

fitness centres: one comprised of a matted BJJ area with a portrait of Hélio Gracie (the 

purported founder), surrounded by CrossFit equipment; and the other was in a dance studio 

where wrestling mats must be set up each time.  The Christian community gym, north of 

Auckland, is fully matted with bags hanging on one side, wall mounted punching pads on the 

other, and higher up on the walls the big black lettering of verses from the New Testament.  

The other two gyms also have matted areas, swinging bags, and pictures of successful gym 

fighters on the walls, but what really distinguishes them from the others are their fight spaces: 

the kickboxing gym has a raised Muay Thai ring; and the MMA gym has a raised chain-linked 

cage.      

In many cases, informal discussions around or even within training sessions blurred the 

boundaries between physical interaction and dialogue. Talking with the interviewee about 

aches and pains straight after some strenuous grappling, with bodies still sore, allowed us to 

continue a “creative collaboration” that started on the mat.52  Together we were able to 

articulate the silent language of our intercorporeal experience.  Similar to the mix of structure 

and “free-play” of BJJ rolling, I asked a number of standard questions, and, depending on the 

responses and mood, progressed from individual profiles to background in combat sport to 

focusing on the body-subject and intersubjective bodies, winding up with a discussion of 

embodied (combat sport) spirituality.53 

All the recorded interviews were then transcribed verbatim.  I transcribed just over a third of 

them, leaving the remainder to three other transcribers.  One transcriber completed the 

majority (14) of the 19 outsourced interviews.  This allowed me to complete a rather 

demanding task, but slackened my ties with some of the participants’ experiences.  Instead 

of the really thorough interaction with the voices of my participants, the others became a 

little more abstracted, as I increasingly encountered them as the converted text of their 

transcripts.  However, to maintain consistency of transcription, I regularly checked in with my 

transcribers.  All of the transcribers were given a section of one of the interviews I had already 

 
52 Sarah Pink, Doing Sensory Ethnography (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2009), 86-87. 
53 For a copy of some of the questions I asked interviewees, see Appendix A.  
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transcribed as an exemplar, and I checked each transcription a number of times while it was 

being transcribed to provide feedback.      

Throughout each interview, and in fact, the entire research process, I tried to utilise Merleau-

Ponty’s body philosophy, not just for its content focus, but also for its praxis.  Hence, I was 

interested in the words and concepts dealing with the embodied phenomenon of local 

combat sport, but also paid attention to an embodied reflexivity sensitive to the embodied 

intersubjectivity between the participant and myself.  In other words, although less evident 

than actual rolling with my interviewee, the interview was no less an experience of my lived 

body responding and being affected by another lived body.  In this regard, Egon Guba and 

Yvonna Lincoln frame reflexivity as the call: 

to interrogate each of ourselves regarding the ways in which research efforts are 

shaped and staged around the binaries, contradictions, and paradoxes that form 

our own lives.  We must question ourselves, too, regarding how those binaries and 

paradoxes shape not only the identities called forth in the field and later in the 

discovery process of writing, but also our interactions with respondents, in who 

we become to them in the process of becoming to ourselves.54  

Although the need for reflexivity may be most apparent in the personal interaction of data 

gathering, it is something that should characterise the whole research process, including 

writing up the findings.  Throughout the process, there should be an awareness of how the 

mutual encroaching of interviewee and researcher affects our very being. 

This reflexivity is not the same experience as reflection.  Ann Cunliffe and Mark Easterby-Smith 

stress that: “Whereas reflection encompasses learning by reflecting on experience, reflexive 

approaches embrace learning in experience.  Reflection is generally characterised as a 

cognitive activity; practical reflexivity as a dialogical and relational activity.  Reflection involves 

giving order to situations; practical reflexivity means unsettling conventional practices.”55  

 
54 Egon G. Guba and Yvonna S. Lincoln, “Paradigmatic Controversies, Contradictions, and Confluences,” in 
Norman K. Denzin and Yvonna S. Lincoln, eds., The Sage Handbook of Qualitative Research, 3rd ed. (Thousand 
Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, 2005), 210. 
55 Ann L. Cunliffe and Mark Easterby-Smith, “From Reflection to Practical Reflexivity: Experiential Living as 
Lived Experience,” in Michael Reynolds and Russ Vince, eds., Organising Reflection (Aldershot, UK: Ashgate, 
2004), 31 (emphases original). 
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Reflexivity attempts to keep an experience alive by continuing to inhabit it through a position 

of proximity at a distance.  Like the grappling encounter itself, the research process is a 

continual distancing and clasping in which “[n]aïve openness and self-aware criticality become 

intertwined.”56 

This reduced detachment from the experience means that it can continue to unsettle and 

decentre those who are trying to understand it.  It is also something that is a dynamic process, 

with new experiences arising that re-shape earlier ones.  For example, during my research, I 

suffered a relapse of chronic fatigue syndrome.  Although I had become aware of the 

dysfunction of the body through injuries on the mat, my ill health forced me to think about 

the body and its vulnerability in a whole other way.57  Being self-reflexive has also involved a 

self-awareness of my identity and presuppositions in relation to my participants.  I have 

encountered my participants as a heterosexual, Christian, educated, white male.  My 

awareness of my positionality, or rather inter-positionality, has also influenced my choice of 

an unconventional format for my write-up, which I discuss later in this chapter.   

2. Data Analysis 

Throughout the research process, there is an apparent increase in the distance between the 

researcher and the participants and their experiences.  This divergence allows for the various 

experiences to take shape.  For, as Alloa points out, “[i]f there were total continuity between 

beings, no experience would be possible; only where there is a certain spacing between them 

can experience occur.”58  This spacing also provides room for perspective to develop.  

However, it can also result in a fading of the experiences.  In my case, this was mediated to 

some degree as I was still training with a number of participants during the data analysis stage, 

and for part of the write-up.  Still, in order to keep these experiences alive, and not lost in 

 
56 Linda Finlay, “A Dance Between the Reduction and Reflexivity: Explicating the ‘Phenomenological 
Psychological Attitude,’” Journal of Phenomenological Psychology 39 (2008), 29. 
57 Similar reflexive experiences include Loïc Wacquant’s “reflexive return” while resting from a broken nose 
during his ethnographic study of boxing, and Elizabeth Wheatley’s precancerous scare that reinforced her 
shared vulnerability with the participants in her study of men and women with heart disease.  See Wacquant, 
Body and Soul, 7; and Elizabeth E. Wheatley, “Risk, Reflexivity and an Elusory Body: Transformations in 
Studying Illness,” Journal of Contemporary Ethnography 34.1 (2005), 68-100.   
58 Emmanuel Alloa, Resistance of the Sensible World: An Introduction to Merleau-Ponty, trans. Jane Marie Todd 
(New York: Fordham University Press, 2017), 97. 
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abstract data, I used  Linda Finlay’s Merleau-Pontian “reflexive embodied empathy.”59  She 

describes this as “a fluid movement from using one’s own experience as a way of 

understanding another’s embodiment to exploring the relational intersubjective empathic 

space between participant and researcher where self-understanding and other-understanding 

are intertwined.”60   

Reflexive embodied empathy  involves three “interpermeating layers of reflexivity”: 

“connecting-of,” “acting-into,” and “merging-with.”61  The first layer is where I, as the 

embodied researcher, empathise with the participant’s bodily experience by drawing from my 

own lived experience.62  I am able to do this because, according to Merleau-Ponty’s concept 

of the “flesh,” I inhabit the same world as the participant, and our embodied lives encroach 

upon each other.  When I analysed participants’ responses concerning injuries incurred in 

training and competition, I was able to get a sense of their pain and frustration based on 

similar experiences with my body.   

In the second layer of “acting-into,” I “imaginatively transpose” myself to “re-experience and 

re-enact the [participant’s] experience.”63  Recall how Merleau-Ponty describes a sleep ritual 

whereby he adopts a specific position to somatically transpose himself into a desired state of 

slumber.  During my analysis of participants’ anxieties heading into competitions, I lay on my 

bed and closed my eyes—not to sleep, but to re-experience my own tossing and turning, and 

incessant worries in the nights before I competed a handful of times.   

The third layer of “merging-with,” is where the participant and myself become so “immersed” 

in each other’s experiences, together or at separate moments, that self and other become 

blurred in the midst of intermingling.64  I especially found myself lost in the other during my 

analysis of participants’ frustrations with overly aggressive partners.  I felt like their feelings 

were mine, as during the time I was feeling rather annoyed, and even angry, about one or two 

training partners who were rolling really hard, in some cases, even when I had requested 

 
59 Linda Finlay, “‘Reflexive Embodied Empathy’: A Phenomenology of Participant-Researcher Intersubjectivity,” 
The Humanist Psychologist 33.4 (2005), 271-92. 
60 Ibid., 273.  
61 Ibid., 278-85.  
62 Ibid., 279-80. 
63 Ibid., 275, 281. 
64 Ibid., 271, 279-87.  
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easier rolls due to injuries.  The direct impact of these experiences is valuable, but there is 

always the risk of absorbing someone else’s experience.  This is a constant summons back to 

the principle of the “flesh’s” overlapping non-coincidence—that is, merging with the 

participant, yet also diverging.  In my case, this meant assuming the second layer and 

imagining my situation from the position of the partner I perceived as overly aggressive.               

In order to analyse the transcripts, I used Jonathan Smith’s interpretive phenomenological 

analysis (IPA).65  I selected this method to line up with Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological 

approach to the body.  IPA aims “to make sense of the participants trying to make sense of 

their world.”66  As a tool for analysis, it consists of a number of iterative steps that are designed 

to derive themes and clusters of themes from close reading and rereading of interview 

transcripts.67  In my case, I worked through a transcript, recording key words and other 

noteworthy phrases in the left margin of the page.  I then repeated this process looking for 

connections which I jotted down as slightly more abstracted theme titles in the right margin.  

The details from both margins were then entered into a table, with further refinements to the 

themes as clusters and sub-themes.  I then read these types of themes against the transcript 

to check their compatibility with the participant’s responses.  This was then repeated for the 

remainder of transcripts to develop overall themes and sub-themes.        

3. The Write-Up 

For my write-up, I wanted a format that would capture the back-and-forth movement of 

combat sport, and the interpretive interaction of the reception history of Jacob’s encounter.  

I also wanted something that would express Merleau-Ponty’s observation of the way that 

bodies encroach upon each other, yet still retain a sense of individual distinction.  Having 

participated with the other participants in combat sport, and invited their participation in 

understanding Jacob’s encounter, I did not want my write-up to be an abstract distillation of 

their voices sandwiched between my academic analysis.  The voice with which I answer the 

 
65 See Jonathan A. Smith and Mike Osborn, “Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis,” in Jonathan A. Smith, 
ed., Qualitative Psychology: A Practical Guide to Research Methods (London: Sage Publications, 2003), 51-80.  
66 Ibid., 51. 
67 Ibid., 64-76. 
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key questions of this study has always been one in conversation with the voices of my fellow 

participants.   

Therefore, I have opted for a write-up that is a series of dialogues.  Each dialogue is a theme 

that comes out of my data analysis of the interviews.  These themes also intersect with the 

Genesis account and the reception history of Jacob’s encounter.  Together, the experiences of 

the pseudonymised combat sport participants and the reception history voices intertwine to 

re-enter Jacob’s encounter in order to address the key questions of this study:  What is the 

significance of the wrestling in Jacob’s encounter?  What does wrestling make possible 

between them?  How does it problematise their interaction?  How does their wrestling 

interaction shape the larger story of Jacob?  

Perhaps the biggest challenge with my dialogue format has been what to leave out.  In 

rearranging individual interview responses into broader dialogues, I have had to omit 

conversations that I very much enjoyed at the time.  I have also been very aware that some of 

my responses in the dialogues are long, which has meant that other responses were not 

included.  A primary reason for the length of my responses is the need to adequately deal with 

the issues raised.  Any attempt at successfully grappling with an issue or on the mat requires 

time and repetition.  In his reflections on a better way to understand our most basic 

experiences, Merleau-Ponty stresses the importance of continually returning to the 

question—allowing the question, amongst other things, to question itself, and to question 

ourselves  (VI 119-23).    

While the dialogue format overlays well with combat sport, there is an apparent difference 

worth mentioning.  Combat sport competition is typically one-on-one, and even training, 

which can involve different partners, is typically one-on-one at any given moment.  My 

dialogues, in contrast, have multiple participants, each of whom—although generally 

responding to one other participant—generally addresses multiple participants.  However, I 

think this illustrates the plurality that Merleau-Ponty observes within words and bodies—the 

words I use to speak are never completely my own, and my body is what it is from the many 

bodies I interact with.  Behind the two voices in a dialogue lie many more voices.  And two 

combat sport participants in training or competition embody previous interactions with other 
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participants.  Together, the pluralistic voices and bodies attest to a fundamental 

intercorporeality and intertextuality. 
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Chapter 5: First Main Fight: Combat Flesh  

Introduction 

It’s finally time for the first of the main fights.  It’s the same as the earlier fights, but it’s also 

different.  There’s still the dimming of the lights.  The walkout song.  But now the anticipation 

is on another level.  The arena is almost full now, and the last few have finally joined our 

corporate table.   

What follows is but a sample of some of the conversations that take place during the fight.  

All these dialogues focus on the role of the body in Jacob’s encounter with the man-God.  I 

will be guided by Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology of the body, and his subsequent ontology 

of the “flesh.”  So, my focus on the body as theorised by Merleau-Ponty will calibrate the key 

questions of this study, namely:         What is it about wrestling itself that makes it so important 

to the interaction between Jacob and the man-God?  What does wrestling make possible 

between them?  How does it problematise their interaction?  How does their wrestling 

interaction shape the larger story of Jacob?  Where possible, I will make comparisons with 

other activities, such as martial arts and body building, to help answer these questions.  

Individual or Team 

Mike:   Man, look at that guy.  Alone in the cage.  I love training, but I just don’t think 

I could do that. 

Corey:  Well, you know, there’s a saying amongst the mixed martial arts community, 

“It takes a special type of person to make a set time and a set date to step 

into a cage and fight another man.”  Like, it’s a huge1 thing, because you 

know that day and it comes closer.  It comes close, and you think about it 

and you prepare for it. 

 
1 Some participants’ comments have individual words in italics for emphasis, as per that participant’s original 
one-on-one interview. 
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Mike: Clearly, I am not that kind of person.  I remember being on an emotional 

rollercoaster leading up to my only international BJJ competition.2  One 

moment, I am feeling like some kind of action hero.  Next minute, I am the 

guy with a mid-life crisis desperately in need of a nappy.  It is an hour before 

the competition, and I am in the bullpen.  There are all these other athletes 

warming up, pacing about with headphones, some calmly chatting with each 

other.  There are lots of bodies in the pen, but I feel so alone—and so stupid.  

What was I thinking?  If Jacob is anything like me, he is there alone,  all awash 

in emotions and scattered thoughts. 

Andrew: I’ve had guys in my corner … and I felt a real team connection or family 

connection with them.  But I was doing it most of the time with no one in my 

corner. 

Robert: I guess if you’re trying to understand Jacob and the angel, no-one is in his 

corner, right? 

Greg: Well, MMA is a lonely sport.  And that’s a good thing.  Without the 

distractions of a team behind you or this or that, you have no choice but to 

go within.  To explore the deeper things of life.   

Mike: I like that idea of Jacob being alone “in his corner.” It is interesting that two 

key spiritual moments in Jacob’s life occur when he is alone.  Before his 

dream at Bethel, Jacob is alone with only a stone for a pillow (Genesis 28:11).  

And before he wrestles with the man, he is alone (32:24).  Although we will 

never know for sure what was going through his mind, both instances may 

well be the catalyst for some kind of introspection.   

Greg: I don’t think it’s a coincidence either that when you look at MMA as a sport, 

it is quite predominantly … there’s a lot of Christian influence in mixed 

martial arts, you know.  

 
2 I competed in the Master 3 Blue belt division at the 2016 IBJJF Pan Pacific Jiu-jitsu Championships in 
Melbourne.  I lost my only match by points.  
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Mike:           I think you are right that for a number of martial artists, there is a spiritual 

dimension to what they do.  There is some interesting scholarly discussion 

about whether or not this spirituality is an inherent feature or something 

added later on.3 I think MMA can appear Christian because it comes out of 

nominally Christian (North and South) American cultures.  Traditional 

martial arts have had their fighting practices spiritualised with Asian religious 

traditions and concepts.  And even though MMA is more sport than martial 

art, some evangelical Christians have tried to make it into something 

Christian.4  However, regardless of fixed religious traditions, what is it about 

MMA in particular that makes it ripe for religious meaning?  While it may 

have something to do with the solitary experience in the cage, as you suggest 

Greg, I wonder if it is also related to the shared experience of connected 

bodies? 

 Jacob’s divine revelation at Jabbok is not altogether unique.  Both Moses and 

Jesus had divine revelations that are solitary and physically demanding.  On 

two occasions, Moses meets with God on Mount Sinai to receive the Torah 

(Exodus 24:12-18; 34:1-28), where he fasts for 40 days and nights (Exodus 

34:28; Deuteronomy 9:9, 18).5  Jesus also fasts for 40 days and nights in the 

Judean wilderness (Matthew 4:1-11; Luke 4:1-13), following the revelation 

of his identity at his baptism (Matthew 3:13-17; Luke 3:21-22).6  During this 

time, Jesus actively resists the temptations of Satan.  While Jacob is also 

tested, and is actively resistant, what is distinctive in his encounter is the 

unmediated entanglement of his body with the man-God’s, which he 

subsequently interprets as a divine revelation.  George Savran states that it 

is “among the most intimate of all human-divine encounters in the Bible, 

 
3 See the debate between John P. Keenan and Stewart McFarlane in JJRS (1989-90). 
4 See Gever, “Jesus Didn’t Tap.” 
5 George W. Savran, Encountering the Divine: Theophany in Biblical Narrative (London: T & T Clark, 2005), 206-
206, 212-13.   
6 Petr Pokorný, “The Temptation Stories and Their Intention,” NTS 20.2 (1974), 115-27; and G. R. Beasley-
Murray, Baptism in the New Testament (Carlisle: Paternoster Press, 1972), 45-67.  
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describing a degree of physical contact and closeness which is unknown 

elsewhere.”7  Jacob is an individual, but he is an entangled individual. 

Toa: You’re nothing without your team.  It’s all of the guys who train with you.  

The community around that one individual.  The one individual, he’s the one 

representative.  He represents that community that are around him.  So, it’s 

a team sport cos without a community that guy’s nothing.  But likewise, you 

know, everyone’s uplifted and edified.  Yeah, the person in the cage is the 

person that’s taking the punches.  But by and large, it’s a community 

experience because when that person is in there, all of their hopes and 

dreams are invested in that person cos they want their guy to win.  Whether 

they’re living vicariously through him, or whether he’s somebody that they 

care about.  They just love seeing somebody grow. 

Mike: For sure.  So, I take it that while Jacob fights the man alone, he has trained 

with others.   

Kevin: Well, at least that we know of, there’s not a great history of wrestling within 

Jewish culture.  Or there doesn’t appear to be now.  And, certainly with 

fundamentalist traditions there is not a strong history of wrestling amongst 

Hasidic Jews. 

Robert: I think of that old adage, “The master will appear when the student is ready.”  

So, from that I take it that Jacob has learnt wrestling from somewhere else.  

And that would be his master. 

Mike: Right.  Even though we have no details in the Jacob story, it makes good 

sense that he  learned this skill from someone, simply because competency 

in wrestling, like competency in any activity, comes from practice.  And this 

is where a master would probably come in.  In the reception history of this 

story, Philo tells us that Jacob, whom he configures as a spiritual “type,” is 

trained by the divine intermediary known as the Logos (On Dreams 1.129).  I 

 
7 Savran, Encountering the Divine, 205. 
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think we can assume that Jacob is a reasonable wrestler, based on a further 

assumption that the man-God against whom Jacob wrestles is himself a 

competent wrestler, and one worthy to praise Jacob for his wrestling (v. 28).  

That would then make sense of the fact that the man-God is unable to get 

the better of Jacob (Genesis 32:25).   

 The Hebrew Bible is silent regarding other instances of Jacob wrestling, but 

surely, we cannot assume that Jacob, with little or no wrestling experience, 

is able to go toe to toe with an experienced wrestler.8  The other possibility 

of both Jacob and the man being incompetent wrestlers makes a mockery of 

the man’s praise of Jacob’s fighting prowess, not to mention Jacob’s relief at 

being released. 

Corey: Well … Chael Sonnen, who’s this famous UFC fighter, talks about it [the sense 

of relief] and he’s talking to Joe Rogan9 and Joe says, “When you’re winning 

it’s the greatest sense of relief.”  And Chael said, “I am so glad you said relief 

because it is a huge relief when you’re—it’s not happiness, it’s not elation, 

you are just so excited that you didn’t let everyone down.”  Like, that is the 

first emotion when you win.  Oh, thank god I won because I don’t want to 

let everyone down.  And when you lose, you’re not sad.  It is utter despair 

because you let everyone down. 

Mike: So, going back to what you said, Toa, Jacob is the individual in the cage, but 

in a way, he’s also got the team in there.  And if I can tie that in to what 

you’re saying, Corey, when Jacob wins or loses as the individual in the cage, 

he does so for the team, and even as the team.  His relief or despair is directly 

linked to how well he has performed for his team and how well he has 

embodied their fighting style and spirit.  When he fights, he fights as Jacob 

(vv. 24-27). 

 
8 See John Skinner, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Genesis, ICC (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 
1910), 409-10. 
9 Joe Rogan is an MMA enthusiast and commentator for the UFC. 
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 Now, you know about professional wrestling, right?  So, this Jacob fights as 

“the heel” (v. 27; 25:26):  the “bad guy” wrestler in professional wrestling or 

MMA who typically breaks the rules and draws the “heat” or contempt of 

the crowd.10  But Jacob also fights for Israel (v. 28) and  as Israel: 11  Israel is 

“the face” (v. 30), the “good guy” wrestler who sticks to the rules and courts 

the favour of the referee and the crowd.12  Now, if Jacob enters the cage as 

the heel, that would typically make his opponent, the man-God, “the face.”  

Yet, given we do not even know exactly who this man-God is, we might call 

him the “faceless face.”  

 All of this suggests the kind of script they have in professional wrestling.  But 

if that is the case, it is no ordinary script.  Or perhaps it is a return to the 

unpredictability of MMA fighting.  For, surprisingly, it is not Jacob the heel, 

but the faceless face who throws the cheap shot (v. 25).  In doing so, he 

becomes a heel, which makes things rather unusual insofar as we now have 

a heel facing a heel.  Regardless of the venue, Sharon Mazer states that “an 

audience will rarely see a face face a face or a heel a heel,” as it disrupts the 

binary logic of good versus evil.13   

 Before Jacob switches to become Israel the face, he is exposed for the heel 

he is when he tells his opponent his name (v. 27; cf. 27:36).  If the faceless 

adversary is still a heel—a faceless heel—it is ironic that it is he who exposes 

Jacob as a heel, and it is perhaps even more ironic that he effects Jacob’s 

changed status.  This faceless betwixt man-God will not be named and 

exposed (v. 29).  At the end of their combative encounter, Jacob says he has 

seen the face of the man-God (v. 30), but what is it he has seen?  And has he 

seen the face as now being a heel, or has the man-God once again become 

a (faceless) face?  If it is the latter, we are now back to that disruptive logic 

 
10 See John Grasso, “Villain,” in his Historical Dictionary of Wrestling (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 
2014), 315.  Chael Sonnen, who is the fighter Corey refers to, is widely held to be one of the top five heels in 
MMA. 
11 On the identification of Jacob’s body with the nation of Israel, see Brian R. Doak, Heroic Bodies in Ancient 
Israel (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019), 34-59. 
12 See “Babyface” in Grasso, Historical Dictionary of Wrestling, 34. 
13 Mazer, Professional Wrestling, 27. 
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Mazer mentioned, this time with two faces facing one another.  Jacob has 

indeed seen the man-God “face to face” (v. 30).   

 These fluid shifts between individual and team, and heel and face, are 

examples of Merleau-Ponty’s concept of “reversibility” (MPAR 129-30, 140; 

VI 133-35, 155).  Its depiction of the ontological criss-crossing within and 

between bodies challenges the notion that these combative bodies, singular 

or collective, are fixed, self-contained, and wholly autonomous essences.  

Instead of binary opposites, there is a fundamental interdependence, and a 

continual sense of becoming and negation that occurs between self and 

other, and the individual body-subject and the body politic.14   

 We can relate this to what happens in the cage, where there is an entangling 

and a pulling away of bodies.  It is in this somatic flux of proximity and 

distance that Jacob the heel becomes a face, while the faceless face tries his 

hand at being a heel.  This reversibility is such that we could say that, at least 

for a moment, it is as though Jacob becomes the man, and the man becomes 

Jacob.  Well, almost.  

 To explain the reason they do not, we must think about Merleau-Ponty’s 

image of the two hands (VI 133-34, 147-48).  Either in one’s own two hands 

or in a handshake with somebody else, there is a shifting sensation between 

the touching hand and the hand touched.  I sense my left hand touching my 

right hand, which, in that moment, is being touched by my left hand.  Then, 

in the next moment, I sense a reversal: now my right hand that was being 

touched feels like it is doing the touching.  While it seems possible for me to 

sense one hand touching and being touched, this coincidence never occurs 

(VI 148).15   As Sarah LaChance Adams makes clear, the reversibility of my 

self-touching and other-touching (in the handshake) are similar, but not the 

same.  She says that “the case of my hand touching my other hand is not 

 
14 For an analysis of Merleau-Ponty’s political (phenomenological) thought, see Diana Coole, Merleau-Ponty 
and Modern Politics After Anti-Humanism (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2007). 
15 M. C. Dillon, Merleau-Ponty’s Ontology (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1988), 153-76. 



 97 

meant to be paradigmatic of all relations of reversibility.  Rather, my self-

touching is analogous to my touching another.”16  So, as closely as Jacob 

encroaches on the man-God, he still remains Jacob.  And likewise, for the 

man-God.       We can say that although there is no absolute union or merging 

between these two bodies, there is a significant degree of communion. 

Jeffrey: When I’m rolling, it’s a bit like a bubble.  Cos I’m very conscious of my own 

safety.  And of being sexually appropriate.  So, it’s like a bubble, where the 

bubble is initially around you.  And then the bubble extends around you and 

your partner in the space that you both occupy. 

Mike: Your concept of the bubble, Jeffrey, reminds me of what Merleau-Ponty calls 

the “flesh,” which is connected to the reversibility of the two hands.  It’s an 

ontological concept or principle that is modelled on the body, although it’s 

not the same as, or of the same stuff as, the body.   Like your bubble, this 

“flesh” is semi-permeable, only it envelops all of us.  It is the elemental 

structure of the world that intertwines bodies to bodies, and the body to the 

world (VI 138-40, 250).17   

 Imagine two wrestlers pummelling.  Each wrestler has one arm 

underhooking her partner’s arm, while the other is overhooking her 

partner’s other arm.  Each wrestler can be aware of touching the other 

wrestler, and of being touched.  It is even possible, depending on the 

adjustment of pressure, to be aware of the change in one arm from being 

touched to touching.  But even though we might think that we can be aware 

of touching and being touched simultaneously, this tactile coincidence never 

occurs.  This reversible dynamic that always falls just short of unity is the 

defining characteristic of Merleau-Ponty’s “flesh” (VI 133-34, 138, 141, 147-

48, and 249).   

 
16 LaChance Adams, Mad Mothers, Bad Mothers, & What a ‘Good’ Mother Would Do, 128. 
17 See also, Merleau-Ponty, Signs, 15, 125, 167. 
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 This principle of a reversible, but non-coinciding, flesh allows for the 

continual entanglement and separation of individuals with individuals, and 

individuals with teams.  So, while Jacob is still the individual Jacob, he is also 

Jacob-Israel because of his intercorporeal encounter with the faceless face.  

And just as Jacob is altered by the intertwining of bodies, so too is the 

faceless face.  So, although the faceless face is still an individual, he is now 

also the man whom Jacob calls God—the man-God (Genesis 32:30).  I don’t 

mean to suggest that this is some metaphysical transformation in which the 

man becomes God or some man-God hybrid, but more that, because they 

have wrestled together, Jacob sees something new about this man. 

Luke: Well, I can tell you that in the ring or the cage there is no hiding.  The person 

that you are comes out.  You can’t hide who you are.  The cheap shot.  The 

guy with honour.  It all comes out who you are. 

Corey: For me, the attraction of fighting in the cage was putting myself against 

another person.  And fighting another person was the ultimate form of 

expressing myself, and, I guess, in some ways my spirituality.  Cos that was 

kind of a way of reaching back to the roots of my primal spirituality, you 

know. 

Mike: And so, what Jacob sees is new to him, but it is also new to his adversary.  It 

is new because they have not wrestled before.  And, as I was saying, the 

wrestling is what reveals it.  Wrestling does that because it brings two 

individuals close together into a shared space.  Onto a mat or inside a cage.  

Where, as you put it, Luke, there is nowhere to hide.  Because Jacob has 

already done his fair share of hiding.  Concealing his smooth body from his 

blind father Isaac (Genesis 27:1-29), and hiding his face behind his servants 

out of fear of facing up to Esau (32:17).18  With no room to hide in the cage, 

combatants can do nothing else but physically express themselves in 

interaction with each other.  Two individuals combatively crafting a common 

 
18 See Hamilton, The Book of Genesis, 325-26. 
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fabric out of continual sequences of attack and defence, as well as periods 

of stalling.  To adapt Merleau-Ponty, Jacob and the man are mutually 

engaged in a corporeal dialogue of combative exchanges, each inserting 

their own words, as well as anticipating and drawing words from the other 

(PP 207). 

Amy: In the cage, you know, you can’t just get in there and fight by yourself.  It 

takes two.  I guess MMA is another way to exchange energy. 

Ash:   It’s hard to do it on your own.  Which is kind of cool because it makes it a 

very sociable sport.  You can’t go, “Ah, I think I’ll go train jiu-jitsu in my garage 

alone.” [Laughing]  You just don’t do that. 

Mike: And that’s an important point to remember.  Jacob has been on his own, 

earlier in the narrative, but during his wrestling match, he’s in the presence 

of another.  He has to be for the wrestling to occur.  But is this other—the 

man-God—a completely separate person, or could he be another part of 

Jacob’s own identity? 

Lisa: Look, I don’t know the story well at all.  But I know when I go into an MMA 

fight …  it’s like you’re talking to someone else going, “Oh, I hope this goes 

well.”  “Can you give me a hand,” kind of thing … Like, I’m having a 

conversation in my own head.  With me.  But is it me?  I don’t know … So, I 

think Jacob could be doing that.  Just him.  Wrestling with himself.  Cos it 

sounds like he might have made a really wrong decision.  And part of him 

felt a bit guilty, and he was arguing with himself.  And he felt regretful.  

Which would go with the next part of the story that he found peace in 

himself and his brother.  Maybe he was always wrestling with his own 

conscience. 
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Ayana: Like, for me, I would say Jacob’s wrestling himself.  Like, I don’t want to be a 

fighter, but I love fighting.  I wrestle with myself to do something I love, but 

to not identify with that word.19 

Mike: That is an interesting notion, Ayana.  Fighting without fighting.   

Oliver: I used to fight all the time.  Then I started training, and then I stopped 

fighting. 

Mike: That is the paradox of many martial arts, right.  The martial arts writer Robert 

Smith says: “We practice fighting, so that we don’t have to fight.  If there is 

a secret in these arts [traditional martial arts], it is that.”20  And a large 

number of those training in combat sports do not fight or compete.  

However, they would still be engaging with each other in their training.  I 

mean, how can you wrestle or fight on your own?  Dancing can be a solo 

activity,  but can wrestling?  Granted, there are individual training drills, like 

katas or set movement patterns in traditional martial arts. 

Greg: We use kata in our MMA training.  The beauty of kata is it’s the ideal way to 

drill, especially things like footwork. 

Andrew: Doesn’t exist in MMA or BJJ.  There’s no katas in this shit, you know.  Not if 

you want to perform in a real environment.  Katas—what is a kata?  Like 

standing there punching fresh air.  All these other martial arts lost it.  They 

don’t drill and feel a real situation.  We feel it every time we train jiu-jitsu.  

You’ve got to drill and roll with someone else to put it into a real-life 

environment.  See how they’re gonna react to being put there.   

Cameron: Like, in BJJ, you can’t hide being tapped.  You can’t bullshit tapping someone 

out.  Which is what Wing Chun didn’t have.  It didn’t have the sparring 

 
19 Of the 31 participants, a total of nine mention or subscribe to a similar view of Jacob’s wrestling.  A further 
six participants did not discuss Jacob’s wrestling, for various reasons, including lack of time and unfamiliarity 
with the story. 
20 Robert W. Smith, Martial Musings: A Portrayal of Martial Arts in the Twentieth Century (Erie, PA: Via Media, 
1999), 341. 
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element to it.  You know, identify what truly does work in a high-pressure 

situation, and what doesn’t, and that.  

Mike:  Perhaps we could say that the solo movements of kata are like the kind of 

internal wrestling that you—Lisa and Ayana—talk about.  This is in contrast 

to the partnered wrestling which you—Andrew and Cameron—refer to as 

the “real thing.”  The solo movements correspond to Jacob alone (Genesis 

32:24), most likely wrestling with his anxieties of an impending encounter 

with Esau (32:11).  With the arrival of the man-God, the partnered wrestling 

commences.  Jacob was alone, and then he wrestled a man.  Jacob the 

individual is encountering another individual.  

 In the reception history of the encounter, some scholars have argued that 

Jacob is physically alone from beginning to end.  Two examples are 

Maimonides and James Kugel, who present the encounter as something that 

occurs while Jacob is dreaming.  If we were to frame their interpretation and 

the more literal one of Jacob physically engaging with his opponent as a 

debate, we might have something similar to our discussion of the relative 

merits of solo versus partner wrestling.  But why limit the possibilities of the 

text?   

 Perhaps these different interpretations might also help with our 

understanding of the role of the body in wrestling.  I think Merleau-Ponty’s 

principle of the reversibility of the two hands is useful here.  What it shows 

is the fundamental overlaps and reversals between the things we are 

considering, like self and other, internal and external, and individual and 

team.  For instance, consider the reversibility of self and other within myself 

when I sense my left hand touching (as a kind of self) my (other) right hand, 

which is sensed as being touched.  Then a sensory shift occurs, and my right 

hand now touches (new self) my left hand to now make it my other hand (VI 

147-48).  This can be extended by analogy to the interplay of myself and a 

separate other through a handshake (VI 142).      
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 Taken together, the sense of self and other that I have with another person 

is already present within me as an individual.  The interaction I have in 

external wrestling is also possible ontologically as the internal wrestling of a 

dream or in solo wrestling, where I move (as a self) in response to an 

imagined other wrestler. 

Toa: The truth is, I’m always fighting in my head.  I’m always fighting.  I’m walking 

down the road, and I’m imagining scenarios.  I’m always fighting.  I’m always 

fighting in my mind. 

Mike: That’s interesting, Toa. For Merleau-Ponty, dreaming is not something that 

bypasses the body or waking reality.  He says that the imaginary of the dream 

is not derivative of the real.  The dream, just like waking perception, “start[s] 

from the body” (VI 262).  It is a turning about of inside and outside that 

occurs where the body and the world encroach upon and “co-constitute” 

one another (VI 262-63).21  The Jacob who wrestles the man-God in the 

“outside” world still wrestles “inside” Jacob’s dream.  In both the outside 

and inside scenarios, the body is involved, although in the latter (as dreamer) 

in a reduced capacity.  This is even more the case for the man-God, whose 

physical body in the outside scenario becomes but an optical figure in the 

dream.   

 But this is precisely the point for Maimonides and Kugel, for whom a God 

with a body is unsophisticated and unfitting of a transcendent deity.  This 

explains the absence of embodiment in Maimonides’ interpretation of 

Jacob’s encounter, and to a lesser extent, in Kugel’s interpretation too.  

Kugel does still allow for the ancient biblical belief of an anthropomorphic 

God.  But he is dismissive of the wrestling, because “who wrestles for an 

entire night!”22  Perhaps Jacob and the man-God!       

 
21 For further analysis, see James Morley, “The Sleeping Subject: Merleau-Ponty on Dreaming,” Psychology & 
Dreaming 9.1 (1999), 89-101. 
22 Ibid., 10. 
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Elliot: But, you know, when you’re in that cage, it’s your energy versus his [the 

opponent’s] energy.  It’s his [training] camp versus your camp, your skills 

versus his skills, his upbringing versus your upbringing.  Everything spiritual 

and physical is against his side of things.   

Mike: Looks like we are back to the topic of the individual and the team.  Elliot, you 

and Toa emphasise the link between the individual fighter and his team or 

training camp.  There are quite a few mentions of camps in the story of 

Jacob’s encounter and his meeting with his brother Esau (Genesis 32:3, 9, 

11, 22; 33:8).  You could say the camps form a ring around the two individual 

wrestlers.  If we interpret Esau as Jacob’s wrestling opponent, we have a 

situation where the two wrestle as individuals as well as representatives of 

their respective camps. 

 The link between individual and team is more than just symbolic.  Merleau-

Ponty’s philosophy is about the way in which our individual bodies carry in 

them the experiences we have had with other bodies.  James Hatley explains 

that “I find myself always and already in debt to others, simply to become 

who I am.”23  Every fighter’s body bears the motor skills, niggles, and 

mindsets from all the combat sport and other bodies they have interacted 

with.  Joyce Carol Oates says of a single boxing match that “[i]n a sense it 

becomes all fights, as the boxers are all boxers.”24  There are countless 

somatic deposits, all made possible by the responsiveness and reversibility 

of our bodies.   

 Both Jacob’s and Esau’s bodies carry the bodily experiences they have had 

with those in their camps.  Gerhard von Rad indicates that these bodily links 

may be broader and work from the team to the individual.25  Various 

instances of God’s salvific power for the people of Israel against its enemies 

 
23 James Hatley, “Introduction: Interrogating Ethics,” in James Hatley, Janice McLane & Christian Diehm, eds., 
Interrogating Ethics: Embodying the Good in Merleau-Ponty (Pittsburgh: Duquesne University Press, 2006), 7. 
24 Oates, On Boxing, 15. 
25 Gerhard von Rad, Old Testament Theology, vol. 1: The Theology of Israel’s Historical Traditions, trans. D. M. 
G. Stalker (Edinburgh: Oliver & Boyd, 1973), 109-11. 
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is condensed into the life of a heroic individual.  Von Rad argues that this 

brings the past into the present with an “enormous degree of intensity.”26  

There may well be more than one direction of influence between the 

individual and the team.    

 In the way you have expressed it, Elliot, both Jacob and Esau channel the 

energy and skills of their camps through their individual fighting bodies.  This 

dynamic gets marketed by fight promoters and media, who adeptly 

transform a fight between two individuals into a clash of ideologies.    Jewish 

welterweight boxer Barney Ross fought “for all his people” in an era of Nazi 

anti-Semitism.27  Muhammad Ali fought for Black liberation against fellow 

Afro-American painted “white oppressor” George Foreman in “The Rumble 

in the Jungle” (1974).28  And then there is the “Brawl of Civilisations” 

between UFC lightweight fighters Dhagestani Muslim Khabib 

Nurmagomedov and Irishman Conor McGregor.29    

Corey: To lose to someone like that, you’re subconsciously, as if you’ve just like 

failed all your friends or people who supported you.  And the “tribe”30 

essentially—cos we lived in small nomadic tribes of thirty to fifty people—

you’ve essentially just let them all down.  Your friends and family, all could 

starve as a result of you losing that fight or challenging that person and trying 

to get leadership and losing.  You could be banished or something like that.  

So, when you fight, you still have those same subconscious thoughts and 

feelings and emotions. 

Mike: Yes, and that’s how it would be for Jacob, if he faces Esau.  It would likely be 

a high stakes cage fight.  Jacob would stand to lose his life, and as the head 

 
26 Ibid., 110. 
27 Peter Levine, Ellis Island to Ebbets Field: Sport and the American Jewish Experience (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1992), 178. 
28 Lewis A. Erenberg, “Echoes from the Jungle: Muhammad Ali in the Early 1970s,” in Gerald Early, ed., The 
Cambridge Companion to Boxing (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019), 199-204. 
29 Michael A. Reynolds, “The Brawl of Civilisations?  A Tale of a Mixed Martial Arts Fighter from Dagestan,” 
Foreign Policy Research Institute, 2 January 2019,  https://www.fpri.org/article/2019/01/the-brawl-of-
civilizations-a-tale-of-a-mixed-martial-arts-fighter-from-dagestan/.  
30 The tribe Corey is referring to here, is the hunter-gatherer one of human evolution.  

https://www.fpri.org/article/2019/01/the-brawl-of-civilizations-a-tale-of-a-mixed-martial-arts-fighter-from-dagestan/
https://www.fpri.org/article/2019/01/the-brawl-of-civilizations-a-tale-of-a-mixed-martial-arts-fighter-from-dagestan/
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of his kinship group, he would lose them too.31  That is why he attempts to 

minimise potential losses by splitting his people into two camps (Genesis 

32:6-8), and keeping his favourite wife and son at the back of the group 

when he meets Esau and his men (33:1-2).  So, even though Esau does not 

attack his camp, it highlights how Jacob the individual fighter and his kin are 

one.  The fate of his body will be the fate of the kin’s body, and their 

individual bodies. 

 Given the new name of Israel that comes with his wrestling effort, the body 

of Jacob-Israel incorporates more than just his immediate kin (32:28).  This 

body is more than just an example for a group of spectators, or a memorial 

for a food taboo (v. 32).  The Israelites also take up this combative body in 

their own struggles.  They resist their slavery in Egypt, wage war for a 

promised land, battle against imperial forces, and strive to stay in God’s 

favour.  The prophet Hosea exposes his people’s unfaithfulness to God’s 

covenant by recalling Jacob “striving” with God and “prevailing” over the 

angel (Hosea 12:3-4).        

 What light does this understanding of the collective body of Israel shed on 

the significance of wrestling in Jacob’s encounter?  What is gained and what 

is lost when it is now more about the team than the individual, and more 

about their generalised struggles than about specific wrestling?  At what 

point does the experience of struggle become so general that it is no longer 

appropriate to speak of it in terms of wrestling?  To go back to your intriguing 

comment, Ayana, how do you do something you love, like fighting, if you do 

not want to be a fighter?  

Luke: It just means doing the training.  Martial arts is just a physical activity.  You 

hit bags.  Beat the shit out of bags.  Do all the kicks.  All that is perfectly 

 
31 On kinship in Genesis, see David L. Petersen, “Polities in Genesis 12-36,” in John T. Strong and Steven S. 
Tuell, eds., Constituting the Community: Studies on the Polity of Ancient Israel in Honour of S. Dean McBride Jr. 
(Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2005), 75-88. 



 106 

acceptable.  In fact, it’s the purest form of it all.  Where you just train.  You 

just want to train. 

Mike: I take it that it is pure because it is completely self-motivated, with no 

comparisons or rewards involved.  But I wonder if that is the same as 

wrestling, though, where two people are trying to overcome one another 

and where there is active resistance.  Admittedly, the degree of offence and 

resistance varies from wrestle to wrestle.  Some are much more flowing and 

co-operative, while  others are far less giving and much more intense, yet  

both are still examples of wrestling training.  But are both still active 

wrestling?  I think it is one thing for Jacob to do his wrestling training, 

including solo drills, but then he must face the man-God and actually 

wrestle.     

Instrumental Bodies or Connected Bodies 

Luke: I love the fact that yesterday I was rolling with a surgeon, and tomorrow I 

could be rolling with a bricklayer … We’re all on the mat together.  There’s 

no difference for us.  All the pretensions, all the fucken shit that is in the 

world that we live in gets stripped away on the mat.  It’s clean.  It’s pure or 

it should be.  And, I know that borders on spirituality, and I know that is—

some of the guys, you know, would think that’s a bit fucken out there for 

them.  But that’s what I believe.  There is—we’re walking through the 

Parthenon in Greece, there’s a stone.  I pick up that stone.  Who is to say ten 

thousand years ago a fucken Greek fighter didn’t pick that stone up and 

touch it or touch that column?  We’re joined.  We just joined.  On the mat, 

that’s what happens. 

Logan: I think that when people come to the BJJ gym and connect with each other 

with training, and all that, there’s something divine in it.  It’s not the actual 

mats themselves, but the environment that the mats create.  And the mats 

give that to us, because we couldn’t do it otherwise, on a ground floor or 
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something, you know … So, it’s not the physical mat that is divine, but what 

these mats provide us with.  What the mat lets us do on it. 

Mike: So, Logan, I’m thinking the mats are a bit like Merleau-Ponty’s idea of the 

flesh.  They are the medium that joins all the subject-bodies engaging in BJJ 

with one another.  And as important as this medium is for BJJ, it is even more 

so for wrestling, judo, and MMA. Mark Law says a lot about the high impact 

of judo throws, which is equally true of wrestling and MMA:  “Perhaps the 

most striking aspect of any club is the floor, which is to say that’s the bit that 

strikes you.”32  It’s hard to imagine that many nineteenth-century American 

wrestlers fought on hard floors with only a layer of canvas.33  The soil and 

sand of the wrestling pits in the palaestras of Ancient Greece, and the 

akharas of traditional Indian wrestling to this day, have multiple uses.  They 

supported the wrestlers and were believed to have medicinal, and even 

spiritual qualities.34 

 Logan, I know you’ve stressed the instrumental utility and not the spiritual 

essence of the mats.  And, Luke, your spatial-historical connection “borders” 

on spirituality.  But I’m intrigued not just by the connection of bodies in 

Jacob’s wrestling, but also by the connection of these wrestling bodies with 

the body of the earth.  Because, as you say, there is no grappling without the 

mats.  So, I want to know what these mats or carefully prepared wrestling 

pits mean to the bodies that shuffle about and roll on them.   

 Now, I want to apply Merleau-Ponty’s concept of flesh to these physical 

mats.  Because, as I mentioned earlier, he says that “[t]he flesh is not matter, 

is not mind, is not substance…[but rather] an ‘element’ of Being” (VI 139).   

His idea is not so much about the fixed essence of this flesh, but instead, 

how it offers glimpses of the many reversible interconnections between 

 
32 Mark Law, Falling Hard: A Journey into the World of Judo (Boston: Trumpeter, 2009), 83. 
33 Scott Beekman, Ringside: A History of Professional Wrestling in America (Westport, CT: Praeger, 2006), 35; 
and Jake Shannon, Say Uncle! Catch-as-Catch-Can Wrestling and the Roots of Mixed Martial Arts, Pro 
Wrestling, and Modern Grappling (Toronto: ECW Press, 2011), 4. 
34 Poliakoff, Combat Sports in the Ancient World, 12; Alter, The Wrestler’s Body, 156-61, 164-65. 
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subject-bodies, and between subject-bodies and the world.  So, he’s not so 

much interested in the “fact,” but “the possibility and exigency for the 

fact…what makes the fact be a fact” (VI 140).  What is it about the 

connection between the mat and the wrestling bodies that makes the “fact” 

of wrestling possible?  What might this tell us about the meaning of Jacob’s 

wrestling in his encounter? 

 I want to start with a particularly suggestive description of the relationship 

between wrestler and earth in traditional Indian wrestling (kushti). 

When wrestlers sweat the interpretation they offer is that they 

are contributing to the general fertility of the soil.  Their sweat 

mixes with the essence of the earth.  Just as the earth gives up 

its milk/semen essence to build the wrestler’s body, so the 

wrestler returns his semen/sweat to mother earth.35 

 Although no sweat is mentioned, some of the rabbis also recognise the 

connection between the earth and the wrestlers Jacob and the man-God.  

Both Radak and Naḥmanides note the similarity between the Hebrew words 

for wrestling (ʾābaq) and dust (ʾābāq).    

Cameron: When I train BJJ, it’s—you’ve just sweat probably about four litres of water.  

And just the endorphin dump that you get from rigorous exercise is like—it’s 

awesome.  And your body’s doing its thing through trying to cool you down 

through sweating.  Which is also, you know, getting rid of a lot of toxins from 

your body.  So, you know, cleansing is a perfect way to describe what’s 

happening with me.  

Kevin: I sweat a lot.  I’m very conscious of embodying wetness.  Sometimes I get a 

little bit self-conscious about my sweatiness.  To be honest, it horrifies me 

that I roll around in other people’s sweat, including my own.  

 
35 Alter, The Wrestler’s Body, 159.   



 109 

Mike:  Perhaps we could say that sweating is a dirty thing.  For some, that is a 

positive, whereas for you, Kevin, it is not.  But whether it is cleansing or 

gross, it is still a very tangible manifestation of what happens when bodies 

interact with mats, and with other bodies.  The mats allow us to join 

together, and even stick together—as unpleasant as that aspect might be for 

some.   

 So, with all of this in mind, and particularly the Indian wrestling example, I 

return to Jacob’s encounter.  Bear with me, as I want to go over a fair bit.  

Anyway, I wonder about Jacob’s sweat, and the man-God’s sweat, in the 

earth and under their feet.  And all over each other too, Kevin!  Sandy earth 

from the Jabbok,  perhaps wet like their sweat.  Maybe Jacob and the man 

are not overly aware of any of this because they’re too focused on one 

another to notice.  I know the few times I competed in BJJ, my vision just 

funnelled down to my opponent’s head and shoulders.  If I did notice the 

mats during a match, it was only if we passed the edge of them and had to 

restart again in the middle. 

 But if I was watching Jacob wrestle, that would be different.  I would see the 

twisting and turning of the Jabbok River like the twisting and wrenching of 

Jacob and the man-God.36  And for a brief instant, looking back from the river 

to the wrestlers and back to the river, I would glimpse the river itself 

wrestling—wrestling like one of those ancient river-spirits.  And it would be 

wrestling with Jacob to bar him from passing.  The bending river and Jacob 

the heel—Jacob, the one “who acts crookedly.”37   

And then I would see Jacob and the man-God again.  Both dirty and dusty, 

wrestling on the edge of the Jabbok; on the edge of home and outside-

home—in-between-places, if you like.  And I would recall that, once before, 

 
36 A late medieval meaning of ‘to wrestle’ is “to twist or writhe about; to wiggle, move sinuously.”  See SOED, 
2579. 
37 So, Alter, Genesis, 181. 
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Jacob made a river crossing to leave home (Genesis 28:10-29:1).38  And that 

now he is fighting on his way back home to Canaan (31:22-32:31).   

He’s fighting against a man whose identity is uncertain, a man whom Jacob 

will go on to claim is divine.  Is this the God who also made promises to him 

at Bethel, another in-between-place (28:10-17)?39  Promises of countless 

offspring (v. 14) and promises to be with him and to bring him back to Bethel, 

his new home in Canaan, back to its earth and soil (ʾădāmâ) (v. 15)?  Rachel 

Havrelock notices that God’s promise to bring Jacob back “‘to this soil’ [is] 

an element not before associated with [Jacob].”40  Moreover, just as “in the 

case of Isaac’s blessing, God speaks to Jacob of promised territory only as 

Jacob prepares to depart from it.”41  

Havrelock’s latter observation captures one of a number of paradoxes in 

Jacob’s pedestrian life.  These paradoxes start early in the life of this 

“wanderer,” who Geoffrey Hartman says is “betwixt-and-between.”42 These 

paradoxes have their own reversible dynamic.  The key one here is between 

the inside and the outside, which recalls Merleau-Ponty’s words about the 

inside and outside turning about one another (VI 264).  We could say that 

Jacob is the insider on the outside, and the outsider on the inside.  This 

describes well the key moments in his life of conflict—conflict that is 

especially apparent in his wrestling match with the man-God.  Jacob is 

caught up in an agonistic life which he initiates as much from the inside, as 

it affects him from the outside.  This life reveals what Merleau-Ponty 

describes as a “passivity of activity,” in which Jacob acts like a body whose 

heart beats of its own accord (VI 221).  Inside his mother Rebecca’s womb, 

he is the outsider to the blessing that is meant for his twin brother and 

 
38 Jacob’s crossing of the Jordan River is not explicitly mentioned in his journey from Bethel to Haran.  It is 
implied in Genesis 32:10. 
39 On “between places,” see Brueggemann, Genesis, 242. 
40 Rachel Havrelock, River Jordan: The Mythology of a Dividing Line (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 
2011), 69. 
41 Ibid. 
42 Geoffrey H. Hartman, “The Struggle for the Text,” in Geoffrey H. Hartman and Sanford Budick, eds., Midrash 
and Literature (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1986), 10. 
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firstborn, Esau (25:21-26).  But on the outside, he is the insider to this 

blessing through his mother who enacts the divine oracle,  an oracle that 

turns the law of primogeniture inside-out, and  which Jacob materialises by 

disguising himself as Esau to trick his blind father Isaac into giving him the 

blessing (27:1-29).  Consequently, this makes Esau the outsider, and Jacob 

the insider (vv. 30-40).   

But Jacob is an insider that must flee his brother outside the land to his uncle 

Laban in Haran (27:41-28:5).  However, once inside his uncle’s family, Jacob 

remains an outsider and is in constant conflict with him (29:13-28; 30:25-

31:42; 32:4).  This conflict follows Jacob and his own family back inside the 

land, to the city of Shechem, where his daughter Dinah is sexually violated, 

and his sons carry out vengeance (Gen. 34).  And even though Jacob has 

returned to his land, to Bethel, his mother is nowhere to be seen.  Rebecca, 

his fellow insider, who told him she would bring him back home (27:45), is 

not heard of again except in burial (49:31).  She remains absent or outside 

of Jacob for the rest of his life.43 

Jacob’s constant flux between inside and outside is exactly what occurs in 

his wrestling with the man-God.  When the man-God asks Jacob to release 

him (Gen. 32:26), he is positioned inside of the hold, which Jacob applies as 

one positioned outside of him.  Jacob could be holding him any number of 

ways, standing up or down on the ground.  He could have him in one of the 

many nelson holds, a bear hug, a hammerlock, a strangle hold, scissor lock, 

top-, back-, or side-mount, or maybe a closed guard.  Jacob might even come 

inside and underneath the man to hold him in a fireman’s carry, although 

this would be very tiring to maintain. 

Of course, it’s difficult to get inside the wrestling.  There is very little offered 

in the text for us to get into.  We are told that Jacob wrestles with a man (v. 

 
43 Various reasons are given for Rebecca’s absence.  Gary Rendsburg argues that it is her punishment for her 
part in Isaac’s deception.  See Gary A. Rendsburg, “Notes on Genesis 35,” VT 34.3 (1984), 364-65.  A rabbinic 
tradition records that her burial was kept quiet to avoid the villainous Esau—the only family member around—
from attending.  See LJews, 1:317.  
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24), and that this man-God requests to be released from Jacob’s hold (v. 26).  

Jacob’s inside-outside wrestling with the man-God is fundamentally 

connected to his world.  It echoes his earlier wrestling, as well as the 

wrestling of others close to him.  And it gives voice to the silent wrestling of 

the very earth itself.  Because it is here, especially, that I think we begin to 

glimpse a connection between wrestling and the world in the sense of 

Merleau-Ponty’s notion of the flesh.  It is very much about our connection 

with others and the world.  But this connection is never a complete grasp.  

The density and texture that gives us something to touch is also what resists 

our complete control.  Jacob can hold the man-God, but the man-God does 

not have to reveal his name (32:26, 29). 

Merleau-Ponty’s “flesh” is his attempt to get past the dualism of subject and 

object.  A dualism in which the object is typically subordinated by the 

subject, where it is made into an instrument for the subject.  Think here of 

Jean-Paul Sartre’s understanding of the subject and the object.44  For him, 

the subject or consciousness is not an object or a thing—it is no-thing.  

Nothing.  The object is its own thing, it has its own being, a being that has no 

shape or character.  It is the subject that gives the object this shape, and that 

supplies the voice for mute being.  Of course, it needs the object or thing of 

the body to do this. 

In Merleau-Ponty’s notion of the flesh, we do not give voice to mute being 

so much as attempt to articulate being’s own voice.  That is because “the 

structure of [the] mute world is such that all the possibilities of language are 

already given in it” (VI 155).  This is the “very voice of the things, the waves, 

and the forests” that we are drawn to “metamorphosise” through our 

“style” of speaking (VI 155).  There is no clear subject or object here.  

Merleau-Ponty is so intent on blurring this distinction that his similes sound 

more like literal statements.45  He really wants the “objects” to have a 

 
44 See Jean-Paul Sartre, Being and Nothingness: A Phenomenological Essay on Ontology, trans. Hazel E. Barnes 
(London: Routledge, 2003). 
45 Dillon, Merleau-Ponty’s Ontology, 162. 
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transcendence about them.46  Also, the subject as spectator from a distance 

is replaced by subject-bodies embedded in a field of being, a field that is 

named “flesh.”  This is what Orion Edgar describes as “the meeting-point of 

the world of the senses and the invisible world of intelligibility.”47   

Amongst other things, this meeting-point is a site of struggle.  A kind of 

wrestling, if you like.  It is Peniel, the place where Jacob has his wrestling 

encounter.  But it is also Rebecca’s womb, Bethel, and Haran.  Michael 

Fishbane says that the “dominant motif” in the story of Jacob is “agon” or 

“struggle.”48  For Jacob does not just wrestle the man, he lives in a world that 

is marked by struggle, a world that wrestles.  Jacob’s wrestle on the earth 

begins with his wrestling in the womb.  It is inside his mother’s pregnant 

flesh, that he physically quarrels with Esau.  This sets the tone and prefigures 

the struggles that follow.49  Jacob quarrels with Laban.  And his two wives, 

Rachel and Leah, “fight” to sire his children (29:31-30:24).  Rachel’s fleeting 

victory is the birth of a son via her servant Bilhah (30:1-8).  She herself 

describes this victory as a dominant wrestling performance: “Then Rachel 

said, ‘With mighty wrestlings I have wrestled[ with my sister, and have 

prevailed’; so she named him Naphtali” (v. 8).  This is a tag-team wrestling 

achievement that is marked with her naming her son  Naphtali (naptālî),  

which means “my struggle” or “my wrestle” (v. 8).  

As with Merleau-Ponty’s “flesh,” Jacob’s wrestle with the man-God gives 

voice to the silent wrestling of the earth.  Of this earth, Merleau-Ponty says 

that it “is an enigmatic object, an object that is not an object at all; it is not 

really set out in front of us.  It is our soil—not what is in front of us, facing 

us, but rather, that which carries us” (Nature [N] 4).  In a positive sense, this 

 
46 Ibid. 
47 Orion Edgar, Things Seen and Unseen: The Logic of Incarnation in Merleau-Ponty’s Metaphysics of Flesh 
(Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2016), 207. 
48Fishbane, Biblical Text and Texture,  53-55.   
49 For the link between their individual (intra-uterine) struggle and the broader or team conflict between Israel 
and Edom, see Elie Assis, Identity in Conflict: The Struggle between Esau and Jacob, Edom and Israel (Winona 
Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2016).    
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soil that carries us, recalls the soil in traditional Indian wrestling.  It receives 

the sweat of the wrestlers and nourishes their bodies.   

But this soil, this earth, can also push back.  In this respect, Merleau-Ponty 

would say two things.  First, although the “flesh of the world is not self-

sensing as is my flesh,” its “pregnancy of possibles” (VI 250) are not at my 

complete disposal.50  Second, when we think we possess the earth, it is 

equally as likely that it possesses us (VI 194).  In other words, like a body, this 

earth that nurtures us, wrestles back when we attempt to control it, and very 

often is the one holding us.  The same solid earth of the Jabbok that allows 

Jacob and the man-God to manoeuvre around each other also strikes them 

when they are taken down. 

It is very easy to look at Jacob’s encounter with the man as the wrestling 

story in the Hebrew Bible.  And, in a way, that is justified.  But when we do 

so, we miss all the other wrestlers, and not just individual wrestlers.  

Because, according to Merleau-Ponty, these wrestlers are interconnected in 

an elemental field he calls the “flesh.”  Therefore, Jacob the wrestler only 

makes sense alongside and in-between the other wrestlers.  But even more 

importantly, Jacob the wrestler, and wrestling itself, only really lives when 

he and it are sensed as somehow connected to the earth, an earth that is 

also able to push back.  I say “more importantly” because, for most 

observers, and I suspect even practitioners, wrestling is just about human 

bodies.  Like fish oblivious to water, some combat practitioners forget about 

the mats.  Or they only see them in the most instrumental manner.   

When that connection is lost, we also lose something of the connection with 

each other.  I brought in traditional Indian wrestling (kushti) to consider 

whether or not there is a connection between combat bodies and the mat.  

Or soil.  One wrestler interviewed by Rudraneil Sengupta makes the dual 

connections between wrestlers and the earth very clear.  

 
50 Emphases original. 
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Kushti is not about fighting at all.  It is about spreading love.  

That’s the main reason why akhadas exist.  To spread love.  Some 

people call it bhaichara (brotherliness).  When we put mitti [the 

akhada soil] on ourselves, we are saying many things.  We are 

saying that we come from mitti, it sustains us, and then we go 

back to mitti.  What that means is that we are all the same.  

Hindus, Musalmans [Muslims], high caste, low caste, Brahmin, 

Chamar, brown skin, white skin, black skin, ugly, beautiful—you 

know what happens to them when they enter the akhada and 

wrestle? … They all become the same.  They have a body of one 

colour.  They are all covered in mitti.  They become members of 

the same caste—the caste of pahalwans [wrestlers].51 

Where we wrestle makes the wrestling possible.  How do you see the place 

of wrestling and the wrestling itself as giving birth to and sustaining 

something like kushti?    

Greg: For me, the gym is an evangelical tool that we use, to share our faith with 

people, you know.  For doing the work of the ministry of the church, but then 

encouraging people to continue that journey with the church.  MMA is 

something people are interested in, and so we’re using it as the medium. 

Mike: It sounds like you are advocating something that is similar in some ways to 

kushti, Greg.  Just as kushti affirms an alternative lifestyle against the 

inequalities of caste, you promote a lifestyle of Christian faith.  What you are 

saying reminds me of the “second wave” of the “Muscular Christianity” 

movement.52 Whereas the “first wave” was all about how sport develops 

positive personal character, the second is about sport as a means of Christian 

evangelism.53  The results of the first wave seem to be more organic to the 

 
51 Rudraneil Sengupta, Enter the Dangal: Travels Through India’s Wrestling Landscape (Noida, India: Harper 
Sport, 2016), Kindle.  See also, Alter, Wrestler’s Body, especially chapters 6 and 7. 
52 See Clifford Putney, Muscular Christianity: Manhood and Sports in Protestant America, 1880-1920 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2003). 
53 Tony Ladd and James A. Mathisen, Muscular Christianity: Evangelical Protestants and the Development of 
American Sport (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1999), 215. 
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sport itself than those of the second, where sport is an instrument, or as you 

put it, a tool.    

Greg: There are so many metaphors that tie faith and MMA together.  Even how 

it’s used in the Bible.  The word “wrestle” is used a lot.  Wrestling between 

flesh and spirit, you know.  Jacob wrestling God.  They didn’t play soccer.  

And earlier, I talked about how MMA is a lonely sport and how it makes you 

look within.  But it’s not just that.  Look at Marquardt who beat James Te 

Huna in the UFC in New Zealand.  At the end, he shared a short simple gospel 

message.54  He just reached millions of people with that gospel message.  At 

the end of the day, he’s been given a talent.  His talent is to fight.  We’re 

commanded to not bury our talents, but to use them to further the kingdom. 

Mike: There are indications that some of the evangelical groups that do Christian 

MMA are not just using it as a platform to convert people.  Justine Greve 

says that “[i]f, as some scholars have claimed, ideas such as ‘sport builds 

character’ or ‘sport builds manliness’ are no longer core tenants of the 

muscular Christian movement, they certainly seem to be core assumptions 

among practitioners of Christian MMA.”55  In fact, she concludes that “[f]or 

muscular Christians, the body and its practices are the theology.”56  

 This is more organic to the practice of MMA; connected rather than 

instrumental.  Not like one thing tacked onto the other.  Some people think 

of the spirit as something added to the body, which inevitably makes the 

body the instrument of the spirit and gets us back to the dualism of object 

and subject, which Merleau-Ponty opposes.  Instead, he argues for a 

connected body where “our bodies bear witness to what we are; body and 

spirit express each other and cannot be separated” (Sense and Non-Sense 

[SNS] 173).  Merleau-Ponty illustrates this connected, expressive body 

through the example of the Roman Catholic understanding of the Eucharist.   

 
54 Nate “The Great” Marquardt fought in various MMA promotions, including UFC, from 1999-2017.   
55 Gever, “Jesus Didn’t Tap,” 162. 
56 Ibid., 168. 
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 Sacramental words and gestures are not simply the embodiment 

of some thought.  Like tangible things, they are themselves the 

carriers of their meaning, which is inseparable from its material 

form.  They do not evoke the idea of God: they are the vehicle of 

His presence and action (SNS 175). 

 Although the Christian link is obvious, Merleau-Ponty generalises the point 

of our material connectedness.  The Christian context does make me wonder 

about the ways that Jacob’s combative body has been instrumentalised, 

even down to its individual parts.  For example, one of the ways Augustine 

interprets Jacob’s injured thigh is that it represents the great number of Jews 

who do not believe in Christ (The City of God 16.39).  This is clearly not the 

meaning in Genesis 32:25, where it is presented as an injury sustained on 

Jacob’s own body.   

 But my issue here is not so much new readings of a story, but rather  the 

consequences of our readings.  Wrestling with texts is a contact sport.  And 

in contact sport there is always the possibility that someone will get hurt.  In 

identifying Jews with Jacob’s injured thigh, Christian interpreters like 

Augustine have re-injured Jacob and perpetuated a lasting injury on the 

Jewish people.    

 But this re-injuring did not start with Christian interpreters.  Perhaps it is as 

old as the injury itself—as old as connected bodies and instrumental bodies.  

Let me explain by using the artificial concepts of inside and outside of the 

text.  The instrumentalising of Jacob is not necessarily something imposed 

from outside the text, but is already something that occurs inside it  with its 

own potential for a range of consequences, some of which might be seen as 

negative.  Jacob’s injured thigh becomes the reason  for the food taboo for 

the Israelites.  That seems harmless enough.   

 But what about Jacob’s new name, Israel, which is connected with Jacob for 

his wrestling performance and the name that also becomes the name of a 
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people?  This instrumentalised name that inspires fortitude also bears the 

potential to harm others.  This is clearly the case where the name is defined 

adversarially, in keeping with Jacob’s fight.  Jacob is called Israel because he 

has fought with God and with humans (32:28).  Israel is now destined to 

become a people who will fight with God and with humans.  Jacob’s conflict 

is Israel’s conflict.  Its people are inscribed and mandated with an adversarial 

social dynamic. 

 Yet this is not inevitable.   There are other ways of defining the name that 

are not so antagonistic.  The tradition that follows Philo in defining Israel as 

“the one who sees God,” shifts the emphasis from Jacob’s striving with God 

to his seeing God, as in the etymology of Peniel (v. 30).57  In Philo’s case, the 

wrestling becomes a spiritualised means of controlling the passions, with the 

reward of a mystical vision of God.58  More recently, E. K. Wong argues that 

the name originally meant, “Because you are right with God/With [humans] 

you will prevail.”59  Because Jacob’s character has changed through his 

encounter with God, he is able to prevail with Esau by reconciling with him.60  

In turn, when the people of Israel are right with God, they can be a force for 

peace with others.  

 But there are many other instances when this has not been the case, for 

instance, when Israel colonised Canaan, and warred and conquered 

surrounding nations.  If we go back from the political to the personal, are 

there times when we are guilty of instrumentalising others when we grapple 

with them?  I get that we are fighting for different reasons.  But given the 

nature of combat sport, often we are trying to prevail over one another.  So, 

 
57 For a discussion of possible sources for Philo’s etymology of Israel, see Ellen Birnbaum, The Place of Judaism 
in Philo’s Thought: Israel, Jews, and Proselytes (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1996), 61-90.  A study of the Christian 
development of Philo’s etymology is in Sheridan, Sheridan, From the Nile to the Rhone and Beyond, 315-34.   
58 Birnbaum, “Exegetical Building Blocks in Philo’s Interpretations of the Patriarchs,” 87. 
59 As discussed by R. J. D. Knauth, “Israelites,” in T. Desmond Alexander and David W. Baker, eds., Dictionary of 
the Old Testament: Pentateuch (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2003), 454-55. 
60 Ibid., 454. 
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are there times when you experience a loss of mutual connection?  When 

the other person becomes an object?     

Kevin: I think there is definitely a lack of engagement with physical activity in a way 

that … the classic different physical activity that I’d talk about, or I think 

about, would be going to the gym, and that’s definitely a person or a subject-

object activity.  You’re acting upon a particular object in order to get the best 

benefit for yourself.  There’s no mutuality in it.  There is no connection to 

the machines, unless some people might feel they’ve got a connection to the 

machines … But I think that there is nothing else that captures that physical 

connection activity like the grappling arts do. 

Mike:  I think going to the gym or bodybuilding is about as different as you can get 

from the grappling arts, if you are focusing on physical connection.  They are 

very different animals.  Through the physical interaction of grappling, 

participants develop specific skills.  And there is an obvious connection 

between the hard work of grappling training and the performance of these 

skills in actual grappling.  There may be some skill lifting weights in the gym, 

but the point is not the skills.  In bodybuilding, that is not what you are 

judged by.  Rather, it is about “amassing bodyparts,” which Samuel Fussell 

describes as “materialism incarnate.”61  Grappling focuses on a 

“battleground” of competing grapplers and their respective skills, regardless 

of individual body aesthetic.  This is in marked contrast to bodybuilding, 

which Fussell describes:  

 Your own body is the battleground, your deltoids a victorious 

campaign against indolence, your abs a tribute to discipline and 

strain.  How perfectly postmodern, where surface is substance 

and larger-than-life is life.  Like Coriolanus and his battle scars, 

 
61 Samuel Wilson Fussell, “Bodybuilder Americanus,” in Laurence Goldstein, ed., The Male Body: Features, 
Destinies, Exposures (Ann Arbour, MI: University of Michigan Press, 1995), 54.  
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you too can score points in public by displaying your symbols of 

suffering.  Every muscle is a purple heart.62 

 There is no doubt that bodybuilding is hard work.  But it is still not about the 

physical development of skill per se, what some call a “body schema.”  This, 

according to Shaun Gallagher, is “a system of sensory-motor capacities that 

function without awareness or the necessity of perceptual monitoring.”63  

So, in the case of grapplers, their body schema is evident in the application 

of their embodied skills to outperform one another.  Bodybuilders, on the 

other hand, focus on their “body image,” which is “a system of perceptions, 

attitudes, and beliefs about one’s own body.”64  Their goal is to achieve the 

Apollonian body, but still just the body as an “object-body,” which István 

Aranyosi says is judged by “The Look.”65   This look is focused on “the body 

among other bodies,” rather than the more typical look at “the lived body of 

the performer.”66   

 When Jacob wrestles the man, it is a contest of two interconnected bodies.  

Two skilful bodies actively resisting one another.  It is not a bodybuilding 

competition.  The comparison between combat sports and bodybuilding 

brings the instrumental body into sharp relief.  But I am still intrigued about 

its presence within combat sports.          

Elliot: I feel like two different people when I’m training and when I’m fighting.  

When I’m in a fight camp, I’ll just be trying to sharpen everything.  There’s a 

lot of concentration that goes into the training camp, so that sacrifices a lot 

of time for me to hang out with my friends, or drink, or socialise in general.  

But, obviously in a more casual training, I would give and take a little more, 

and just test things, and maybe even help to see if they could improve in any 

 
62 Ibid., 56. 
63 Shaun Gallagher, How the Body Shapes the Mind (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 17-39 (quotation 
from 24). 
64 Ibid., 24. 
65 István Aranyosi, “Body, Skill, and Look: Is Bodybuilding a Sport?,” Phenomenology and the Cognitive Sciences 
17.4 (2018), 408.   
66 Ibid. 



 121 

ways … obviously in fight camps and stuff, I will be more selfish and just try 

to focus on what I need to do. 

Mike: Okay, so it depends on what kind of training you’re doing.  When you’re 

training for a fight, your partner becomes an instrumental body by necessity.  

And I take it this becomes even more intensely so when you enter the cage.  

The two of you in the cage, subject-bodies to yourselves, but instrumental 

bodies to each other.  Is this focus on instrumental bodies the reason why it 

takes Jacob a while to recognise his opponent as not just a man, but as God? 

 No doubt the darkness plays a role in Jacob’s lack of awareness.  Jack Miles 

goes so far as to use this detail to doubt Jacob’s claim of having “seen” God’s 

face altogether.67   He argues that this is simply Jacob’s spiritual 

interpretation of the wrestling encounter.  After all, Jacob probably did not 

see the other wrestler’s face, as he left while it was still dark.68  Nevertheless, 

Miles suggests that Jacob might have been aware that his opponent was in 

fact his brother Esau.69  I wonder how that is possible though, when 

identifying God or some kind of divine being is not, according to Miles.   

 For now, I am not concerned with the specific identity of the other wrestler.  

What interests me is the role Jacob’s combative body plays in his awareness 

of the other wrestler.  I want to focus in particular on Jacob’s body 

positioning.  For most people, the head is a key means to recognising 

someone.  In wrestling, this is less important than reading and reacting to 

the other wrestler’s movements.  Hence, the head is one of the first lines of 

defence and it can also be used offensively.  If Jacob’s forehead is burrowed 

into the side of the man’s head, he will not see much of his face.  Neither will 

the man see Jacob’s face if his own face is firmly pressed into Jacob’s chest.  

 Now, imagine for a moment that the night switches to day.  There is Jacob 

and the man-God—two bodies that are instrumental to one another.  Both 

 
67 Miles, God, 73-75. 
68 Ibid., 73. 
69 Ibid., 74-75. 
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wrestlers temporarily disengage from each other.  Lowered stances.  

Circling.  Looking at each other’s chests.  And then, for a brief moment, each 

catches a glimpse of the other’s face.  What does Jacob see?  And what does 

the man-God see?  Perhaps they just read each other’s face as a map of 

combative intentions.  And perhaps this is just how it is going to be for some 

time—there will be no faces until they begin to speak to each other.  Only 

then will Jacob be able to claim that he has seen his adversary face to face, 

when he no longer looks at him as an adversary, but as a partner, when he 

is no longer an instrumental body, but a fellow subject-body.  

Luke: I’m totally aware of the people around me that I train with, and who they 

are, and what they are, and how they’re training … we’re connected.  And if 

we’re not connected, it’s not a good club.  I’ve known this as a fighter and as 

a coach.  It was always there, cos it was developed in the club.  If I make you 

better, you’re gonna make me better.  Good clubs make everybody better, 

so everybody bounces off each other and they all go.  This is the opposite of 

fight clubs.  They are just about you getting better. 

Mike: As a BJJ hobbyist, there are just some training partners whom I find it much 

easier to connect with.  When I think about it, a number are also hobbyists.  

But some are active competitors happy to train with me.  I have never fought 

in a cage.  But the few times I stepped onto a mat to compete in BJJ, it almost 

felt instinctive to turn my opponents into instrumental bodies.  Back in the 

gym, I would say some rolls do feel predominantly connected and others feel 

instrumental.  But there are other rolls in which there are many moments of 

imperceptible shifts between feeling connected and instrumental.   

 The same thing is true for my own body.  A lot of the time my body is 

instrumental to the things I am doing.  The way I interact with others and 

engage with the world.  Merleau-Ponty says that “[m]y body is the fabric into 

which all objects are woven, and it is, at least in relation to the perceived 

world, the general instrument of my ‘comprehension’” (PP 273). 
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Kevin: BJJ has enabled me to recognise that I have a body. I think one of the issues 

in terms of my gumbiness [clumsiness], is I get locked into my own head.  I 

have had long-term issues with anxiety.  And I think part of that has been 

about getting stuck in my head … And this is a bit dualistic and it's a little bit 

more complicated than that.  And I wouldn't say that's necessarily the 

stereotypically blokey thing of distancing yourself from your body.  

And so, jiu-jitsu on a day-to-day basis has made me more conscious of my 

body and what my body does.  And how my body interacts with the world.  

I'm a lot more precise than I used to be. I'm a lot more aware of things. I use 

my body in ways which are relatively unconventional for many people.  The 

way I opened doors when my hands are full, and things like that will 

sometimes involve using my body in ways which I I've learned to use because 

of jiu-jitsu.  

Mike: So, what you are talking about is the body schema that I mentioned when 

we were comparing grapplers to bodybuilders.  It is the way our bodies move 

without our conscious deliberation.  Merleau-Ponty refers to it as our pre-

reflective body that subtends our subject-body.  This pre-reflective body is 

what allows you to catch a falling object in the kitchen.  And you are able to 

do this because you have acquired certain sensory-motor skills and habits.  

This comes out of the way you interact with a particular environment.  It is 

the way you learn to see it as an instrument to achieving a specific goal.  

Komarine Romdenh-Romluc gives the example of rock-climbing.  She talks 

about being able to see the ledges and cracks as the hand and footholds that 

allow you to climb over the rock face.70  

 This approach to the body allows Merleau-Ponty  to largely avoid dualism—

the dualism of mind versus body and subject versus object, for instance.  In 

the earlier philosophy of the Phenomenology of Perception, he does this by 

focusing on lived experience, perception, and the body-subject.  However, 

 
70 Komarine Romdenh-Romluc, “The Power to Reckon with the Possible,” in Thomas Baldwin, ed., Reading 
Merleau-Ponty: On Phenomenology of Perception (London: Routledge, 2007), 47. 
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despite his best efforts, there is still some dualism here.  And this is the 

reason he shifts from a focus on the body-subject to the broader concept of 

flesh in his later works, like The Visible and the Invisible.  In the latter, 

Merleau-Ponty locates the problem of dualism in his starting “from the 

‘consciousness’-‘object’ distinction” (VI 200).71  

 However, it is useful to go back to some of Merleau-Ponty’s earlier thinking 

on the pre-reflective body and then follow his thoughts on the “flesh.”  This 

helps us to understand the instrumental and connected bodies.  So, 

Merleau-Ponty says that the pre-reflective body is directed toward the world 

in which it lives.  The world beckons us into a kind of dialogue in which it asks 

us questions that we have to try and answer (PP xx, 158-61, 215, 249). 

Andrew: Like in BJJ, when you get tapped.  All it is, is you’re getting asked a question 

that you can’t answer.  My job is to fucken answer his questions.  That’s it.  

That’s my only purpose in life.  That’s what’s beautiful about jiu-jitsu.  It puts 

you in the moment. 

Mike: Exactly.  So, we are in the moment.  Our answer is an action because this is 

not the time to reflect.  Merleau-Ponty says that our pre-reflective 

consciousness or motility is “not a matter of ‘I think’ but of ‘I can’” (PP 159).  

The body then, is an instrument that “gears” into the world (PP 291-92).  At 

other times, the body creates its own instruments (PP 169).  By doing so, the 

body “dilates,” taking into itself the objects of the world, and making them 

into extensions of itself. (PP 165-66).  For example, once a blind person’s 

“stick has become a familiar instrument, the world of feelable things recedes 

and now begins, not at the outer skin of the hand [holding the stick], but at 

the end of the stick” (PP 175-76).  The status of the stick shifts from “an 

object perceived by the blind man [to] an instrument with which he 

perceives” (PP 176).72   

 
71 See Alloa, Resistance of the Sensible, 59. 
72 Emphasis original. 
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And with this shift there is a corresponding inattention to the instrument—

to the stick as instrument and to the body when it is an instrument.  The 

body, Merleau-Ponty tells us, is our “medium” through which we perceive 

the world (PP 94-95, 169).  It is a medium that streamlines extraneous skills 

and habits, a medium that is ever present, yet typically absent from our 

experiences.73  When Jacob wrestles, he is solely focused on the position and 

movements of the other man’s body.  He will hardly even notice that this is 

only possible because he himself is embodied.  In a sense, we are back to 

two instrumental bodies.  But they are not instrumental in the same way.  

The man is instrumental to Jacob insofar as he is an object that commands 

his whole attention.  Whereas, the body that Jacob subjectively inhabits is 

instrumental to his interaction with the man.   

There is a change to the instrumentality of bodies when Jacob and the man 

speak to each other.  That is because the language itself is different.  The 

philosopher Walter Benjamin refers to two kinds of language.74  One is 

instrumental and concerned with the transfer of content.75  The other has a 

sense of “magic” and purity about it, in that it expresses the speaker in what 

is communicated, as a namer is carried in the act of naming.76  Where 

Merleau-Ponty speaks of humans articulating the mute voice of the world 

(VI 155), Benjamin highlights the way humans take up the divine creative 

word from nature when they use language.77   

Benjamin Wurgaft applies this understanding of language to Jacob’s 

wrestling encounter.78  He suggests that the dialogue between Jacob and the 

other wrestler is an example of magical and not instrumental language.  

Instead of “information transmission,” the focus is on their relationship and 

 
73 See Drew Leder, The Absent Body (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1990). 
74 Walter Benjamin, “On Language as Such and on the Language of Man,” in Reflections: Essays, Aphorisms, 
Autobiographical Writings, trans. Edmund Jephcott (New York: Schocken Books, 1978), 314-32.  
75 Ibid., 318. 
76 Ibid., 317-19,  
77 Ibid., 331-32. 
78 Benjamin Andes Wurgaft, “Language and Its Core: Ethical and Religious Subjects in Levinas and Benjamin,” 
Literature and Theology 16.4 (2002), 388-89. 
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a sense of “wonder before the transcendental.”79  The renaming of Jacob 

enacts a “bonding between man and God.”80  Now, earlier I referred to 

Jacob’s adversary as the nameless man-God.  Wurgaft has a different take 

on this indistinct figure.  He says that he reveals his name “elliptically” within 

Jacob’s new name.81  This “tricky” response avoids the focus on content and 

a human addressee (in this case, Jacob) that characterises instrumental 

language.82 It also avoids any sense of a “struggle for dominance [and] 

control,”83 which is implied in the refusal of the adversary to give up his 

name.  This is important because such a struggle characterises instrumental 

language.84  Against any possible instrumentalism, Wurgaft leaves us with 

Jacob and God connected in name.  This connection also incorporates their 

wrestling, for he tells us that it was this “primary conflict through which God 

drew Jacob out of symbolic language [instrumental language] and into a 

presymbolic form of contact.”85  

But this all feels a little too tidy.  Wurgaft does not demonstrate how his 

interpretation of the adversary’s elliptical naming is preferable to his flat-out 

refusal to volunteer a name.  He also does not address the obvious tension 

that exists between the connection of Jacob and God, a relationship that is 

characterised by the absence of the very thing that grounds it.  In other 

words, their connection by mutual exchange rests on a “struggle for 

dominance [and] control.”  This leads Wurgaft to distinguish between the 

“dominance and control” of the wrestling and the “face to face” relationship 

of the dialogue.86    

The text as we have it does have a section that describes the wrestling 

(32:24-25), and one that contains dialogue (vv. 26-29).  But there are two 

 
79 Ibid., 386, 389. 
80 Ibid., 388. 
81 Ibid. 
82 Ibid., 389. 
83 Ibid. 
84 Ibid. 
85 Ibid. 
86 Ibid. 
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things to note here.  First, the literary structure does not privilege the 

dialogue section over the narrative one.  Second, the literary structure itself 

does not strictly separate the wrestling from the dialogue, at least initially, 

anyway.  The dialogue starts with the man asking Jacob to release him from 

a wrestling hold (v. 26).  We are not told when Jacob does so.  Even when 

the separation of wrestling and dialogue occur, it is clear that the language 

of the dialogue emerges out of the language of the wrestling.  The latter 

language is Walter Benjamin’s language of all things and Merleau-Ponty’s 

mute voice.  But unlike Benjamin, I would argue that the struggle that is in 

the language of wrestling does not completely disappear from the language 

of the dialogue.  

What is important in both the wrestling and the dialogue are the shifts in 

intention.  This is all but impossible to detect in the wrestling take on its own.  

I have already mentioned just how sparse the description of the wrestling is.  

But I think the overlap between the wrestling and the dialogue makes it 

possible to read the shifts in the dialogue back into the wrestling.  And I think 

our shared experiences of combat sport also allows for some degree of 

corroboration.  When we do read the dialogue, we do not see a simple 

progression from the instrumental to the connected, but rather several 

transitions between them.    

Speaking of different language intentions, Merleau-Ponty says:     

As soon as [humans use] language to establish a living relation 

with [themselves] or with [their] fellows, language is no longer 

an instrument, no longer a means; it is a manifestation, a 

revelation of intimate being and of the psychic link which unites 

us to the world and our fellow [humans] (PP 228; emphasis in the 

original). 

This living relation is not how the dialogue starts.  The instrumental language 

matches the instrumental bodies.  For the man, Jacob is instrumental to his 
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request to be released.  For Jacob, the man—if that is how Jacob still sees 

him—is instrumental to him being blessed (v. 26).   

However, the transition to names signals the man’s intention to “establish a 

living relation” with Jacob.  This shift from instrumental to connected bodies 

is evident in the shift away from instrumental language.  When the man asks 

Jacob for his name (v. 27), he is not attempting to fill in a knowledge gap.  

That is implied by his subsequent renaming of Jacob as Israel (v. 28).  Jacob’s 

answer with his name (v. 27) is not just a transmission of information.  It is 

an acknowledgement of his disrepute as a heel-grabber and a robber of 

blessings.  Which is effectively a kind of “letting go,”  making himself 

vulnerable to the one he has been resisting.     

When the man-God sees Jacob letting go of his propensity to use others as 

a means to his end, he is ready to bless him.  He is ready to connect with 

Jacob in place of their instrumental interaction.  The new name he gives to 

Jacob is also a letting go for the man-God.  It is a letting go of his name (El) 

to be part of Jacob’s new name Israel (v. 28).  Jacob’s adversary is now 

partnered with him in his new name.  Or, as Wurgaft puts it, Jacob as Israel 

is now bonded with God.  Instrumental language and instrumental bodies 

have now given way to a new connection in name and bodies.  The name 

Israel joins together Jacob and El through the entanglement of their 

wrestling bodies, an entanglement in which Jacob is said by the man-God to 

have “prevailed” (v. 28). 

But this is not the end of their encounter.  At the end of the dialogue section, 

we are explicitly told that the man-God blesses Jacob (v. 29).  It matters little 

whether this is part of the earlier mentioned re-naming or is separate.  What 

is significant is that the man-God refuses to divulge his name to Jacob (v. 29).  

Wurgaft may be right that this is still an answer without answering, in order 

to cleverly avoid using instrumental language.  The man-God effectively 

sneaks his name into Jacob’s new name without having to address his name 

directly to the human Jacob.   
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I would suggest, though, that it could be the man-God’s assertion of 

dominance over Jacob.  In which case, it is a return to instrumentalism, soon 

after the connection between Jacob and God has been established.  Perhaps 

Jacob’s prior request for the man-God’s name (v. 29) is his instrumental ploy 

to gain control over the man-God.  In which case, the man-God is merely 

responding instrumentally to Jacob’s instrumental approach.  It would 

appear that we are back to instrumental language and instrumental bodies.  

Maybe Jacob and his adversary never actually managed to elude this 

language and its bodies.  For even the man-God’s request for Jacob’s name 

can be read as yet another attempt to dominate him.  This is, after all, the 

same man-God who earlier hit Jacob with a cheap shot.  It is hardly surprising 

then, that the man-God has the last word by refusing to give up his name. 

I am not suggesting that everything ends with instrumental bodies.  Nor that 

at some undisclosed point there will be a resolution of connected bodies.  

What Jacob’s new name encapsulates is the constant flux and tension of 

instrumental and connected bodies.  Jacob is Israel because he is connected 

in name and body to the man-God.  But he is connected through the mutual 

resistance of instrumental bodies in their wrestling encounter.  Jacob is 

named for connection by the one who will continue to resist him.  And his 

new name mandates Jacob’s continued resistance against God and other 

humans.   

The instrumental and connected bodies constantly overlap while never 

completely coinciding.  This is akin to Merleau-Ponty’s familiar image of the 

two hands.  One hand touches the other, the connected hand to the 

instrumental one.  Then they reverse sensory modes.  The connected hand 

becomes the instrumental.  And so it goes.  Yet all the while, the two hands 

never completely coincide.  There is a dynamic here that is sheer frustration.  

But it is this frustration that allows us to experience the world and others.  

In his close proximity, Jacob connects with the man-God, but he never 

merges with him.  Jacob can separate from the man-God, but he is never 

completely removed from him. 
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It is in this opening of frustration that Jacob can act.  This is the space of 

instrumental-connection.  Of proximity-in-distance.  Of subject-object.  Of 

individual-team.  It is here that Jacob can accede or resist.  In an allegorical 

interpretation of Jacob’s encounter, Emmanuel Levinas reminds us that 

“[t]he struggle is never over.”87  Jacob is the exemplar of one who struggles 

against binary opposites or extremes.  In Levinas’s case, Jacob struggles 

against the angel that instrumentalises the Torah into a general, spiritual 

principle.  Such an extreme neglects the material “particularities” of the 

Torah concerning things like eating, work, and rest.88  These particularities 

of the “letter” are important, Levinas tells us, because they keep the 

totalising power of the “spirit” in check.89 

I think a strong focus on the wrestling itself in Jacob’s struggle—particularly 

through Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy of the body—has much to offer here.  

Jacob is an exemplar of one who struggles against binary opposites because 

his wrestling body is already both letter and spirit, instrumental and 

connected.  When he wrestles the man-God, he resists its totalising power, 

yet also connects to its true generosity.  For as Levinas makes clear, both the 

particularities and the general principle are “indispensable” to the Torah.90  

Because both resistance and connection, and instrumentality and 

connection, constitute wrestling in general, and Jacob’s particular wrestling 

with the man-God, not one of these totalises his response to the potential 

totalising of the man-God.  Jacob’s wrestling is neither total resistance nor 

total connection, but rather, a resistant-connection (or connected-

resistance) with the man-God.  

 

 

 
87 Emmanuel Levinas, Beyond the Verse: Talmudic Readings and Lectures, trans. Gary D. Mole (Bloomington, 
IN: Indiana University Press, 1994), 78. 
88 Ibid. 
89 Ibid., 78-79. 
90 Ibid., 78. 
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 Building Up or Breaking Down    

Mike: Thinking a bit more about instrumental and connected bodies, I am intrigued 

by the role suffering plays in both of them.  To go back to Merleau-Ponty’s 

two hands, the suffering that connects the bodies is also responsible for 

instrumentalising the bodies.  I’m thinking here of the way that sickness or 

injury suddenly makes us feel disconnected from our bodies.  Like our bodies 

are just an instrument or an object.  

Joshua: I broke my hand in my last fight … I had thought about it a little bit coming 

up to this fight.  I questioned myself whether it's strong enough yet or—I 

mean, I've been to the physio and all that. They say to me that it’s stronger 

than it ever was because of the way that it's healed.  But, you know, it's 

always—it doesn't really matter what they say, you know.  You’re kind of in 

the back of your mind thinking, is it going to happen again in a different spot?  

Mike: Yeah, this is what I was getting at.  When you have an injury, you 

immediately become very aware of your body in a way that you’re not when 

you’re feeling great.  You know, when you are in that flow state, just totally 

absorbed in that moment of combat fighting or training.91   

Kevin: There are times when I'm rolling, where what I do, the preciseness of the 

timing, the movement that I'm doing, what I can do to the other person, it 

feels like they're falling over. It feels like I'm some sort of crazy Jedi waving 

my hand and someone’s choking on the ground. 

Mike: Right.  So, there is this outward reach when you’re optimally performing.  

Like your body is dilating into the world beyond it.  Drew Leder calls this “the 

ecstatic body,” as in “that which stands out.”92  Now, I don’t mean the same 

thing as those chi masters who claim to knock people down with their 

projected energy.  It’s more like an active engagement with your milieu—

 
91 See Susan A. Jackson and Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, Flow in Sports: The Keys to Optimal Experiences and 
Performances (Champaign, IL: Human Kinetics, 1999). 
92 Leder, The Absent Body, 21-22. 
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the sense of connection that comes out of Merleau-Ponty’s observation that 

“[m]y body is the fabric into which all objects are woven” (PP 273).     

This is the opposite of what happens with injury.  Suddenly your body is 

foreground when it was background, and it’s a body in retreat.93  You are 

obviously very aware of your hand, Joshua, since you broke it.  And pulling 

punches with that hand is a good example of a hesitancy to fully engage.  

There is no clear action-reaction account of Jacob’s wrestling.  But it is 

possible to infer that following Jacob’s injury, he grabs hold of his adversary 

(Genesis 32:25-26).  The latter has utilised some (small) distance to inflict 

the injury.  Now Jacob reduces that distance and tries to constrict his 

assailant.  Jacob’s response models well the general response to pain.  Leder 

refers to it as the “spatiotemporal constriction” of pain.94  Everything tunnels 

down to the here and now of Jacob’s injury and the continuing threat the 

adversary poses.     

Jacob’s injury is serious.  It is physiologically damaging.  But it is also a 

rupture to the flow of his lived experience—a split in his mind-body-world 

connectedness.  When injury occurs, it drowns out the subject body.  This is 

the body I am so closely connected to that I can almost say “I am my body.”95  

In its place is the object body as represented by the injured body part.  It is 

medically examined and interpreted in terms of symptoms and dysfunction.  

Various medical diagnoses have been proposed for Jacob’s injury.  Leonard 

Hoenig goes with “a limited neurapraxia of the sciatic nerve,” while Schneir 

Levin opts for a “groin (inguinal) hernia.”96  Speculations aside, the injured 

body part is now perceived as an object different to the self.  This body no 

longer says, “I can,” but “it needs to be fixed.”  Leder also has a name for this 

 
93 Jennifer Bullington, “Embodiment and Chronic Pain: Implications for Rehabilitation and Practice,” Health 
Care Analysis 17 (2009), 105. 
94 Leder, The Absent Body, 73. 
95 “[Merleau-Ponty] no more affirms the idea that the other is his or her body than he does that I am mine.”  
See Simon Glendinning, “The Genius of Man,” in Thomas Baldwin, ed., Reading Merleau-Ponty: On 
Phenomenology of Perception (London: Routledge, 2007), 111.  
96 See Leonard J. Hoenig, “Jacob’s Limp,” Seminars in Arthritis and Rheumatism 126.4 (1997), 686; and Schneir 
Levin, “Jacob’s Limp,” Judaism: A Quarterly Journal of Jewish Life and Thought 44.3 (1995), 327. 
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body.  He calls it “the dys-appearing body” because it is dysfunctional, and it 

is disappearing in its very present urgency.97 

Andrew: We’re given these bodies.  And these guys come in here and fucken—I see it 

every day, I see, magical fucken machines, you know … But the machine that 

you are given, how can you say that you’ve been responsible for anything? I 

haven't fucken built one thing on this  … I'm just responsible for what I do 

with it.  And I can look after it.  And I think it's disrespectful to God not to.  

So, he's given us a beautiful machine to look after.   

Mike: Okay, but here’s what I don’t understand.  How is turning our bodies into  

weaponised machines to smash other machines responsible?  How is that 

responsible to other people’s bodies, who I presume have likewise been 

gifted with their bodies from God?  And seeing how in combat sport we get 

smashed as well, how is that looking after our own bodies?98  I think sport in 

general seems to have a real irony about it.  And it is this: by working so hard 

to build up our bodies, we are simultaneously contributing to their 

destruction.99 

Wilson: A lot of people say this to me and I go, you could die on your way home when 

you're driving, you know.  Or you could be walking down your stairs—there 

could be three flights of stairs at home, and you could trip and break your 

leg, ankle, whatever.  And you’re just walking.  

Mike: Look, I get that.  Accidents happen, right.  And they happen in sport.  But 

combat sport is about intentionally inflicting pain on others.  Now, I know 

Matthew Polly makes an important distinction here: 

 It was one of the things I liked most about MMA fighters.  They 

didn’t mind putting a little hurt on a teammate, but they never 

 
97 Leder also includes the ill and diseased body.  See ibid., 69-99.  
98 See Michael A. Messner, “When Bodies are Weapons: Masculinity and Violence in Sport,” International 
Review for Sociology of Sport 25.3 (1990), 203-18; and Spencer, Ultimate Fighting and Embodiment, 99-110.     
99 Allen Guttmann, A Whole New Ball Game: An Interpretation of American Sport (Chapel Hill, NC: The 
University of North Carolina Press, 1988), 159-72. 
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wanted to cause an injury.  They wanted to win, often 

desperately, but not at the expense of permanent damage.  They 

were in the hurt game, not the injury game.100 

And I have no reason to doubt him.  But I wonder if this training attitude of 

MMA fighters also holds for an actual fight. 

Tama: Like that one fight … I still thought, yep, I still like him, so I'm gonna try and 

choke him out because that will be the less pain to inflict on him.  So, I 

thought, oh yeah, I need to find a way. But he wasn't allowing me to get in a 

position where I could come around … So, I thought, okay I’ll just smash him 

a bit and then he, eventually got to the ground and I went to side control.  

“Bro, please just tap out.  I don't want to hurt you."  And then he tapped out 

and I was like, “Oh, that’s good.” 

Mike: Wow.  So, even in some fights, a fighter will hold back from really hurting his 

opponent.  I’m impressed.  But I think this is still problematic as far as 

inflicting pain is concerned, because it is merely relative.  Some will inflict 

more, others less.  But all of them are still inflicting pain.  It is all well and 

good that Matthew Polly makes the distinction between hurting your 

training partner and injuring them.  But even though it is not the primary 

intention, injury is still a distinct possibility if you are trying to hurt someone.  

The only way to avoid it is to refrain from causing hurt.  But if we do that, we 

are no longer doing combat sport.  

Martin: I've found that jiu-jitsu gives you the chance of going a hundred percent with 

your partner, and not injuring him, you know. Like you can spar a hundred 

percent of your power or whatever, and it's just a matter of tapping early. 

Mike: I think you are right, Martin.  While all combat sport allows you to cause the 

other person discomfort, there are some that have a greater degree of 

control over this.  In grappling, you can better manage the impact of 

 
100 Polly, Tapped Out: Rear Naked Chokes, the Octagon, and the Last Emperor: An Odyssey in Mixed Martial 
Arts (New York: Gotham Books, 2011), 170. 
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submission techniques.  If you can contain the other person with a dominant 

position, you are generally able to methodically apply submission 

techniques.  The other person is also able to tap before discomfort becomes 

injury.  But this is not the case with striking.  There is too much loose space 

and movement.  There is no possibility to tap to avoid the painful impact of 

a well-delivered punch or kick. 

So, that is what intrigues me about Jacob’s combative encounter.  Why does 

the shift from wrestling to a strike occur?  The obvious answer is the one 

given in the text.  The man strikes Jacob because he is not getting the better 

of him (Genesis 32:25).  But what does this really mean?  What would the 

man-God’s domination of Jacob look like?  And how far will he go to achieve 

this?   

 I raise these questions as part of a particular understanding of Jacob’s 

encounter.  It is essentially the strange dynamic that Guttmann sees in sport, 

which is the ambiguous  athletic pursuit of a capable body that is only 

possible through exposure to its destruction.101  This is particularly acute in 

combat sport, which is all about meting out and coping with this kind of 

destruction.  When Jacob is renamed as Israel, he becomes a new subject-

body.  He is now the man who has struggled and prevailed with God (v. 28).  

While Jacob’s triumph is not obvious, what is clear is that it has come about 

through the destruction of his body.  Walter Brueggemann says that the 

“new name cannot be separated from the new crippling, for the crippling is 

the substance of the name.”102 

 Kerry Wynn disputes this, suggesting  that Jacob’s “disability was neither the 

cause nor the result of the blessing/name.”103  Wynn argues that Jacob’s 

disabling occurs before he asks for a blessing.  So, presumably for there to 

 
101 Guttmann, A Whole New Ball Game, 172. 
102 Brueggemann, Genesis, 270. 
103 Kerry H. Wynn, “The Normate Hermeneutic and Interpretations of Disability within the Yahwistic 
Narratives,” in Hector Avalos, Sarah J. Melcher, and Jeremy Schipper, eds., This Abled Body: Rethinking 
Disabilities in Biblical Studies (Atlanta: SBL, 2007), 100. 
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be a causal link, Jacob would have to make his request at the time or soon 

after his injury.  How might that look?  Jacob is struck—or touched, as Wynn 

has it—and immediately collapses on the ground.  From there, he whimpers 

a request for a blessing.   

How different is the text to this?  Jacob is struck by the man-God, who 

subsequently asks to be released from Jacob.  At which point, Jacob requests 

a blessing.  Implicit in this sequence is that an injured Jacob still holds onto 

the man-God.  So, we now have the following order of events: Jacob is struck 

by the man-God and is injured, he then holds the man-God, the man-God 

asks to be released, and Jacob requests a blessing.  Admittedly, the link is 

not as direct as in Wynn’s scenario.  But that does not rule out there being a 

link.   

Granted, there may well be a longer delay between Jacob’s injury and his 

request for a blessing.  However, this is not explicit in the narrative.  The only 

indication of time in the text is the start and finish of the wrestling, and even 

this is very general.  Jacob wrestles the man sometime in the night, and 

ceases around dawn (vv. 25-26).  We have no idea of the timing and duration 

of the sparsely recorded events that occur in between.  How far into the 

wrestling is Jacob when he is struck by the man?  How long does Jacob hold 

onto him before requesting a blessing?      

It is not just the name and the disability that cannot be separated.  Both are 

also linked through the struggle of wrestling.  So, we can say that Jacob’s 

new name has come about through the destruction of his body in a physical 

contest predicated on pain.  We could put it like this: No disability, no new 

name; no wrestling, no disability.  But is this unfair to the activity of 

wrestling?  After all, Jacob is injured from being struck, not from wrestling. 

So, in Jacob’s case, wrestling alone could potentially cause more than 

sufficient destruction of the body.  In fact, Robert Graves and Raphael Patai 
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accredit Jacob’s injury to wrestling.104  They describe this injury as a 

“dislocation of the hip,” which they understand as a “common” injury among 

wrestlers, an observation they incorrectly attribute to Harpocrates.105  The 

injury causes limping as a result of the lengthening of the leg and 

concomitant tightening of its tendons and ligaments.106 

If the God-man wants to inflict such a wrestling injury, he is unable to.  But 

he is willing to inflict injury through a strike.  Now, of course, this assumes 

that Jacob’s injury matches the man-God’s actual intention.  It is always 

possible that the man-God only intended to prevail over him by hurting and 

not injuring him.  But, regardless of intentions, Jacob’s injury is a significant 

element of his combative encounter.  Ironically, the rather un-wrestling like 

strike is the most detail we have of Jacob’s wrestling with the man.  In the 

final section of the text (vv. 30-32), we are again reminded of Jacob’s injury.  

Of the man who prevails over God, we hear nothing here of his physical 

prowess or technical mastery, only that he limps with his now-broken body 

(v. 31). 

Andrew: You know, it says in the Bible that a life just aimed at physical life is no fit 

life.  Because this fucken body’s gotta go.  Like, it’s a short window of fucken 

opportunity … I’ve committed my whole life to a physical reality and I can 

feel my body is fucked.  I’m not gonna be in this fucken body forever … It’s 

not just about the fucken training.  It’s about brotherhood.  It’s about the 

family.  It’s not just the physical, you know.  I feel a pull towards spirituality, 

you know … As your body fucken starts going down, you feel a pull.  Your 

body is gonna fall over.  Fall off and rot away.  But your character, you know, 

what you stand for, and who you affect and how you affect people, that’s 

what stays.   

 
104 Robert Graves and Raphael Patai, The Hebrew Myths: The Book of Genesis, ed. Robert A. Davis (Manchester: 
Cacanet Press, 2005), 228-29. 
105 Ibid., 228.  The correct source is Hippocrates.   
106 Graves and Patai, The Hebrew Myths, 228-29. 
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Mike: I think that’s such an important point, Andrew.  In Jacob’s case, we do not 

know if his limp is permanent.  Wynn concludes that if the “disability was 

temporary, it would hardly be worth noting.”107  On the basis of Jacob’s 

subsequent arrival at the city of Shechem, “safely” or “whole” and “perfect,” 

(Genesis 33:18), Rashi says that Jacob was “unimpaired in body (health) 

because he was cured of his lameness.”108  Perhaps like you, Andrew, he 

suffers long-term impairment.  And perhaps, Jacob only begins to feel a “pull 

towards spirituality” when his body is so injured that he must hold onto God.   

 However, that hold still comes with his full physicality.  I suspect that given 

the Hebrew Bible’s holistic view of the body,109 Jacob does not envisage his 

body just falling away.  Although not religious, Merleau-Ponty’s position is 

very similar to the portrayal of human beings in the Hebrew Bible.  He states 

that “our bodies bear witness to what we are; body and spirit express each 

other and cannot be separated” (SNS 173).   

 What you mentioned about the importance of relationships is particularly 

pertinent to Jacob.  He forges a new people through the wrestling that 

disables him.  Kerry Wynn makes this broken body “Jacob’s sign of the 

covenant.”110  The covenant is a meeting of Jacob the individual and Israel 

the team, centred on their broken bodies.  Because Jacob’s new body is 

Israel’s new body, and that new body is a broken body.  It is a vulnerable 

body that Brian Doak says “binds people to one another and forms the most 

basic adhesive for human community.”111   

 I do not highlight Jacob’s broken body because it is an abnormal body, nor 

because it is a normal body.  I highlight it because it is the enigmatic human 

body—the body that is destroyed as it is built up, and built up as it is 

 
107 Wynn, “The Normate Hermeneutic and Interpretations of Disability within the Yahwistic Narratives,” 99. 
108 Rashi, Pentateuch with Rashi’s Commentary, vol. 1: Genesis, trans. M. Rosenbaum and A. M. Silbermann 
(London: Shapiro, Valentine & Co, 1929), 164. 
109 Albert Gelin, The Concept of Man in the Bible, trans. David M. Murphy (Staten Island, NY: Society of St. Paul, 
1968), 15. 
110  Wynn, “The Normate Hermeneutic and Interpretations of Disability within the Yahwistic Narratives,” 100-
101. 
111 Brian R. Doak, Heroic Bodies in Ancient Israel (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019), 57. 



 139 

destroyed.  A body that is worthy of touching another person.  Even a divine 

being.  Touching with a touch that can draw us into life or painfully make us 

withdraw.  This is my broken-built up body that Merleau-Ponty says is my 

“point of view on the world” (PrP 5)112 and yet a body in which “I am never 

quite at one with myself” (PP 404). 

 Cheers everyone for sharing your thoughts and experiences of combat 

sports.  I have found your input really interesting and challenging, and it has 

helped me begin getting a handle on the significance of the wrestling in 

Jacob’s encounter.  

Conclusion 

The first of the main fights is over.  A lot of folk have popped out to the restrooms.  So, I have 

a few moments to reflect on the discussions we’ve had.  We started with talk about the 

courage of individual fighters in the cage, and of Jacob alone at the Jabbok.  But we soon 

realised that the individual fighter is always part of a team—a team that shapes the fighter 

who embodies it in the cage.  When Jacob fights against the man, he fights for Israel.  And, as 

it turns out, he fights as Israel.   

This cross-over between individual and team is fully evident in the reversals that occur 

between fighters.  MMA and wrestling, for example, are sports in which fighting bodies act 

and react in what appears to be a corporeal dialogue.  As in a verbal dialogue, the two fighters 

shape and are shaped by each other’s interactions.  Jacob the heel becomes a face, and the 

man-God, a face who becomes a heel; both eventually becoming faces.  Merleau-Ponty 

describes this as “reversibility,” and illustrates it with the two hands, touching and touched, 

that never quite coincide. 

This is a powerful idea that kept surfacing throughout our discussions on the combat body.  It 

came up when we talked about the turning of inside-outside upon each other—of Jacob’s 

being inside and outside his adversary as a microcosm of his life as both insider and outsider, 

betwixt-and-between.  We talked about the differences between instrumental bodies and 

 
112 Original is emphasised. 
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connected bodies, in both training and fighting.  And I ended up thinking of the constant flux 

and reversibility of these bodies.  Of Jacob and the man wrestling and dialoguing as 

instrumental bodies one moment and connected ones the next.  Similarly, I concluded that 

the irony in sport of destroying bodies in the process of building them up actually points to 

the more general reality that all bodies are constantly in some sense of breaking and being 

built up.  Jacob’s new subject-body of Israel is both wrestler and limper. 

I think that all of us have begun to tease out some corporeal and spiritual aspects of our own 

combat sport experience, as well as in Jacob’s combative encounter.  Some of this became 

more apparent when we made comparisons with traditional martial arts, dancing, and 

bodybuilding.  It would have been nice to follow these through more thoroughly.  Perhaps we 

will get the chance to do so during the next fight.  
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Chapter 6: Second Main Fight: Intimate Combat  

Introduction 

I have become so lost in the conversations, that I am not aware that it is time for the second 

main fight.  I hear the wolf whistles, so I look up.  I am expecting to see one of the ring girls 

waving her numbered round card.  But the only person in the cage is a fighter—who just 

happens to be a woman. 

I am looking forward to discussing female fighters in MMA with the others.  In the dialogue 

that follows, I will focus on the issue of gender and sexuality within combat sport.  This builds 

on my findings regarding the role of the body in combat sport and Jacob’s combative 

encounter, as discussed in the previous dialogue.  I will be interested to see how gender and 

sexuality are shaped by and shape combative interaction.  Will we see the same dynamic of 

flux and reversibility as we did in the last chapter with the body?  Once again, I will utilise 

Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy to sharpen my reflections.   

Given my attention to gender and sexuality, my key questions are: what is the significance of 

Jacob and the man-God’s wrestling for their gendered and sexual bodies?  How does wrestling 

enact and enrich this aspect of their embodiment?  How does wrestling problematise this 

aspect?  How does the impact that wrestling has on their gender and sexuality show up in the 

larger story of Jacob?    

Identity or Difference? 

Women Out of Place 

Mike: [Listening to the wolf whistles from the crowd.] Gosh, how long have women 

been fighting in MMA shows, and we still get this carry on?  

Cameron: Totally!  Women doing MMA is the best thing that's happened to, like, you 

know, feminism in the last fifteen years.  Like, seeing little girls looking up to 
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Ronda Rousey1 is the best thing in the world, cos it's saying you can be 

powerful, competitive in this realm that, you know, has been a male-

orientated thing for forever … And now it's like, no, you can be a combat 

athlete. There is no reason that your gender needs to have anything to do 

with that. Like if you want to become a combat athlete, there are places you 

can do it.  And, you know, that is one of the things I love about my BJJ gym, 

on the mats like [making rocket noise] gender goes out the window. 

Luke: Women are still in their early stages of being more than just the sidekick for 

a guy … It's still gonna get better.  It's not finished.  But they’re in the fight 

game.  In that relation there's not many women cos there's not many 

women who know that they’re fucken empowered. They think they're 

empowered, but they’re still defined by their education, by society, and by 

their parents and their parents’ parents.  They're slowly changing.  

Jeffrey: I’m a great believer in equity rather than equality.  Women aren't equal. 

Physically I can “monster”—Ronda Rousey excepted—any woman, you 

know. 

Ash: I will never be as good [at BJJ] as a man.  I just know it because my mechanics 

are different.  My body type is different.  Women move differently than men.  

And when they get into a jiu-jitsu position, they like to control it, and they 

like to make sure—I mean, they're very meticulous on whether or not they 

lose it.  So, they move just out of the way to not lose the position.  Men, 

they’re more play—they play. They move from here to here to here to here.  

They move a lot more and they play a lot more. Their mechanics allow them 

to move. Very few men just stay still and do what women do.  We’re in just, 

like, control.   

A lot of men move and they play and they move cos—I think it's just because 

of the differences in the gender mentality, as well as the differences in the 

 
1 Ronda Rousey was the first woman MMA champion in the UFC (2013-2015).  This made her the face of 
women’s MMA.  Ronda was the first American woman to win a  judo medal at the Olympics.  She is currently a 
professional wrestler with WWE.   
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body mechanics.  I think men are generally risk-takers.  They’re just generally 

risk-takers.  If they do this, it will be flashy.  But it won't, you know, guarantee 

that they'll get that position.  But they want to do it, they want to try it.  

Women are very conservative, so you stay with the known. 

Mike:  Ash, some of the gender constraints you raise are addressed by the 

philosopher Iris Marion Young in her essay “Throwing Like a Girl.”2  She 

looked at the fundamental modalities of women’s style of comportment and 

spatial movement.  In particular, she was interested in the way 1970s 

industrial, urbanised females throw a ball.3  To study this more closely, she 

combined Merleau-Ponty’s theory of the lived body (as per PP) and Simone 

de Beauvoir’s theory of women’s experience in a male-controlled society.4   

Young found that, unlike a man, who commits his whole body into a throw, 

a woman’s movement is restricted and hesitant.5 This, she suggested, 

illustrates the way that women experience their bodies as instrumental—as 

object-bodies rather than subject-bodies, bodies that are “looked at and 

acted upon,”6  and bodies that need to remain in little, safe zones, rather 

than projecting out to engage with the world.7  In a male-dominated world 

of bodies that collectively express “I can,” the “I cannot” of women’s bodies 

speak of their effective disabling.8  Young argued that these “modalities of 

feminine bodily existence” originate “in the particular situation of women as 

conditioned by their sexist oppression in contemporary society.”9  

Luke: But in MMA fighting terms, women are not there yet.  They will be, but not 

yet.  Cos, I don't want to say—I'm not saying they're not capable or anything 

like that. There's just not many of them in fighting, and their ability isn’t deep 

 
2 Iris Marion Young, On Female Body Experience: ‘Throwing Like a Girl’ and Other Essays (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2005), 27-45. 
3 Ibid., 30. 
4 Ibid., 31. 
5 Ibid., 32. 
6 Ibid., 39. 
7 Ibid., 41-42. 
8 Ibid., 36, 42. 
9 Ibid., 39, 44 (emphasis original). 
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enough in the amount of them. 

Mike:   That’s right.  There is likely more to the difference in male and female ability 

than modalities of gendered existence.  Granted, that taken as an average 

across a cross-section of casual practitioners or of competitive athletes, 

most people would agree that men are just stronger than women.  The 

reason for this is basic biology—men just have more muscle mass than 

women.   

But some scholars like Mary Jo Kane challenge this notion of a “muscle-gap” 

as reductionism.10  She argues that you get a different picture if you do not 

just make comparisons between elite or average athletes of the two 

genders.  If you consider the differences within each gendered group, you 

will find that they are greater than those between the groups.11  So, Jeffrey, 

if she is right, we can expect the strength differences within a group of male 

BJJ athletes or practitioners to be greater than those between an average 

male BJJ athlete or practitioner and his average female counterpart.   

I do not think this completely discounts the strength differences between 

men and women, but it does show that gender is not the only factor.  Some 

of the gender differences that we attribute to basic biology are actually more 

to do with social barriers.  Because of the patriarchal nature of much sport 

up to now, men have benefited from more opportunities and better 

coaching and training.12  It is hardly surprising then that they have 

outperformed female athletes.   

Kane’s criticism actually exposes one of the issues with Iris Marion Young’s 

depiction of girls who cannot throw.  Young analyses unskilled women 

throwing a ball, which she compares with the default of skilled men throwing 

a ball.13  These are the women, who for one reason or another, have not had 

 
10 Mary Jo Kane, “Resistance/Transformation of the Oppositional Binary: Exposing Sport as a Binary,” Journal of 
Sport & Social Issues 19.2 (1995), 197-202. 
11 Ibid., 201. 
12 Ibid. 
13 Beth Preston, “Merleau-Ponty and Feminine Embodied Existence,” Man and World 29.2 (1996), 180. 
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the coaching and training that the men have had.  As Beth Preston points 

out, comparing skilled women with skilled men—or just everyday activities 

for women and men, like showering, dressing, or driving a car—show “that 

women [do not] suffer from the sorts of awkwardness and ineffectiveness 

Young describes.”14  

Engendered Senses and Anonymous Bodies 

Mike: While I think we should be critical of Young’s theory of gendered modalities 

as a sole explanation of differences in combat sport ability, I wonder if 

gender might still be a factor in the way we think of combat sport. 

Corey: I quite enjoy watching some of Ronda Rousey's fights, she has amazing 

ground technique.  And I'm really impressed by the Polish lady, she’s the 

champ.  So, like I watched that and some of Joanna Jędrzejczyk’s15 stuff she 

threw together was amazing.  And so smooth.  But then she’d kind of do this 

[quick panting] like tapping shit, like this when she got someone in the 

corner. And I was like, what is that?  

That's just—I can understand why like the crowd will never get behind it is 

much as they will as a men’s MMA fight.  Because any man her [Joanna’s] 

size, even her strength, I think would still smash her.  Like, you've got José 

Aldo,16 and you’ve got her size and her strength, I still think he would smash 

her even though he's like a really small man fighter. Even if you, like, could 

take away his strength somehow, so he was the same strength, I still think 

he would absolutely tool her up.  Just crisper, cleaner techniques, and the 

way he moves.   

And, like the men are just more instinctively geared towards that.  Now, in 

saying that, I have seen Ronda Rousey beat up a guy and submit a guy and 

 
14 Ibid., 181.  For a helpful corrective which looks at rock climber Lynn Hill, see Chisholm, “Climbing like a Girl.”  
15 Joanna Jędrzejczyk was the UFC Strawweight champion from 2015 until 2017.  She is highly regarded for her 
striking ability.  
16 José Aldo was the UFC Featherweight champion from 2010 until 2015, when he was spectacularly knocked 
out by then rising star Conor McGregor. 
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roll with guys and do really, really well against guys who are her size anyway. 

Well, similarish size.  So, I'm not saying men are always gonna be better than 

women.  And, I think Jędrzejczyk could probably tool fifty per cent of the 

men in the world [laughing]. To be honest, she could probably beat up guys 

cos guys have got no idea what they're doing.  But I don't think they will ever 

be as good as male fighters. 

Mike: I am really interested in the comparison you make, particularly the way you 

make it.  First of all, you praise the ability of the world class female striker 

Jędrzejczyk.  But when you compare her to a similar-sized elite male striker, 

Aldo, you say she lacks his skills, and imply that as a woman, she also lacks 

the male fighting instinct.  Although you do say she could beat half the 

world’s men, like the subjects in Iris Marion Young’s study, these are all 

unskilled fighters.  What is also interesting is that you seem to be much more 

favourable to another high level female combat sport athlete, Ronda 

Rousey—who is not a striker, but a grappler.   

What intrigues me here, if we are talking about gender, is whether or not it 

has something to do with our attitudes toward different combat sports.  Let 

me explain. Akihiko Hirose and Kay Kei-ho Pih have done a very interesting 

study of the different masculinities associated with striking and grappling.17  

They argue that within the hypermasculine sport of MMA, there is a dynamic 

interaction of other forms of masculinity.  These forms of masculinity are 

shaped by western attitudes to the all-important attribute of violence.18  The 

dominant or hegemonic form of masculinity is best represented by striking.  

It occurs standing-up, and requires the negotiation of distance for its violent 

goal of a knockout (KO).  By comparison, grappling is considered less 

masculine, even feminine.  It typically occurs on the ground, where two 

fighters are in close proximity to one another.  Here the goal is to apply a 

 
17 Akihiko Hirose and Kay Kei-ho Pih, “Men Who Strike and Men Who Submit: Hegemonic and Marginalised 
Masculinities in Mixed Martial Arts,” Men and Masculinities 13.2 (2010), 190-209.   
18 On hegemonic masculinity, see R. W. Connell, Masculinities, 2nd ed. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
2005). 
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hold or choke that forces the opponent to submit.  This is deemed less 

dramatic and less violent than a KO.  So, grappling is therefore considered to 

be a marginal form of masculinity.19   

 So, Corey, perhaps when we compare female MMA fighters to their male 

counterparts, we are actually less interested in their comparative ability per 

se than we are in maintaining our (hegemonic) masculinity.  For, as Raewyn 

Connell says,  this kind of masculinity is very much about “guarantee[ing] … 

the dominant position of men and the subordination of women.”20  So, a 

really proficient female MMA striker comes much closer than an equally able 

female MMA grappler does to challenging our masculinity.  Striking is so 

violently spectacular, and it has enough separation of bodies not to pose a 

challenge to our heteronormative ideals.  Hence, striking is regarded as what 

a “real man” does.  It follows from this masculinist way of thinking, then, 

that no matter how good a striker Jędrzejczyk is, she can never be deemed 

as good as a male striker, because this would challenge the hegemonic 

masculine ideal    

Rousey, on the other hand, is less threatening to masculinity because she 

moves in an ambiguous space of close proximity.  Matthew Polly mentions 

this in his book about his experiences in MMA.  At one fight event he explains 

to his partner what purpose the ring girls serve.   

MMA has a largely male and largely homophobic fan base that 

spends a large amount of money to watch buff, ripped, and 

sweaty men roll around with each other.  Ring girls are a swift, 

round-by-round reminder that we’re straight, or at least pretend 

to be.21   

The homophobia does not occur because there are two men in a cage.  Nor 

would it be the case if the two men were striking each other.  According to 

 
19 Hirose and Pih, “Men Who Strike and Men Who Submit,” 197-201. 
20 Connell, Masculinities, 77. 
21 Matthew Polly, Tapped Out, 186. 
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Polly, the problem is the two men rolling with each other.  So, following this 

logic, when Rousey rolls with a male fighter she dissolves the potential for 

homophobic responses in the same way a ring girl does.  As a female 

grappler, Rousey is therefore considered a welcome comparison to her male 

counterparts in a way that Jędrzejczyk the striker never could be.          

Now, the other thing I wanted to say is that striking and grappling favour 

different sensory perceptions.  Does this have anything to do with gender?  

Out of interest, what are your dominant physical senses when you are 

training and competing?  

Noah: For stand-up it would definitely be sight.  But when it comes to the ground 

it definitely would be touch.  I think once I hit the ground, sort of most other 

senses go, and it just becomes about feeling in your body.  Reacting 

automatically to being, you know, touched in a—to being grabbed in a 

certain spot.  When you’re standing up it's about, you know, watching 

people’s shoulders for the punches and [clearing throat] preparing to defend 

against the take-down or something. But, when you, when you hit the 

ground it's definitely more about touch. 

Mike:  I think our sensory perceptions have a lot to do with the way we judge other 

people.  In our case, how we judge through our constructs of gender.  As you 

said, Noah, vision is the predominant sense for striking, and touch for 

grappling.  Distant vision corresponds to the managed distance in striking.  

Proximal touch corresponds to the close physical contact of grappling.  Sight 

brokers a suitable distance between two male strikers.  But it also allows 

spectators at a show—the majority of whom are young to middle-aged 

men—to see the violent exchanges.  And, of course, nothing beats a brutal 

KO for a reinforcement of hegemonic masculinity.  In the  tactile world of 

grappling, both of these elements are largely absent for the grapplers.  And 

with grapplers’ bodies often closely pressed against each other, it is difficult 
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for spectators to see all the action.22   

The grappling world of proximate touch is a challenge to hegemonic 

masculinity.  But this is nothing new.  In his historical survey of wrestling, 

John Zilcosky describes it as the problem of two bodies merging into one.23  

Of particular interest here is an ancient Greek description of a sea fight 

between an octopus and an eel that is framed as a wrestling match.  These 

sea creatures swirl about each other, in ways that include  “twining,” 

“twisting,” “embracing” and “enfolding.”24  In the muddle of limbs, it 

becomes difficult to separate the creatures.  Zilcosky tells us that “[d]espite 

the eel’s gendering as female and the octopus’s as male, the reader must 

look twice to remember who is who.”25  

I think what Zilcosky says here is more than just a matter of grammatical 

convention.  The close proximity of wrestling and the greater prominence of 

touch has the potential to profoundly affect gender—to destabilise and blur 

it.  Here at the overlapping of bodies, boundaries are less clearly marked.  

Yet this is where we come closest to experiencing reality.  Where touch is 

most effective, and vision least so.  In the contact of the two bodies there is 

resistance.  Otherwise, touch would not be possible.  In this tactile encounter 

of forces, there is a mutual disclosing of the reality of the other person.26  

And at the same time, in our efforts to feel the reality of one another, there 

is for each of us a glimpsing of our own reality.27 

This is in sharp contrast to vision, which Zilcosky describes as the “least 

‘realistic’ of the senses.”28 

 
22 Greg Downey, “‘As Real as it Gets!’ Producing Hyperviolence in Mixed Martial Arts,” JOMEC Journal 5 (2014), 
13. 
23 Zilcosky, “Wrestling, or the Art of Disentangling Bodies,” 82. 
24 Ibid., 86. 
25 Ibid., 88. 
26 Jonas, “The Nobility of Sight,” 516. 
27 Ibid. 
28 Ibid. 
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Ash: If you took sight away from me, I would have a hard time cos I see things.  

And it’s not just that I see things, but I see things and I instantly do a 

comparison in my head and know what my partners are doing, right.  So, it’s 

not just the fact of seeing, it’s being able to decode what you see 

immediately.  So that’s why I’m not really sure it’s the senses more than it is 

the input plus processing. 

Mike:   I understand, Ash. As a sense that operates at distance, sight allows both the 

seer and the seen to remain “self-contained.”29  The seer applies no force, 

so the seen offers no resistance.  The seen remains a “mute image” before 

the seer.30  

Cecil: I can’t see, you know, so I’ve got to feel what people are doing all the time.  

I’ve got to be very aware of my movement and their movement.  But 

especially their movement.  And the way I can feel their movement and stuff, 

is by feeling what they’re doing.  So, for me, sight hinders me because I do 

have a little wee bit of sight, and the times that I try to use my sight to 

anticipate what’s going on, or try and use my sight to help me, I find it slows 

me down, and I find myself getting limited by that. 

Mike:  As a sense, vision is characterised by distance, whereas for touch it is 

proximity.31  Cecil, you know that moment before you roll, when you are 

sitting in front of your partner?  Well, for me, if it is someone I do not know, 

I look at them, and wonder what kind of person I am about to grapple with, 

and how the roll might go.  And to be honest, I do notice the other person’s 

gender and it affects my sense of anticipation.  How does that all play out 

with you, Cecil?  

Cecil: There are some girls, especially at the gym we train at.  One girl in particular 

that I can think of [chuckles] that is extremely good and strong.  And if you 

go soft on her, she’ll try and hurt you in revenge.  So, now see if you roll soft 

 
29 Ibid. 
30 Ibid., 517. 
31 See Hans Jonas, “The Nobility of Sight,” Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 14.4 (1954), 507-19.  
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with her, she’ll just hurt you [chuckles].  But, like, if I rolled even a little bit 

hard with Sally, she’d panic and run away [chuckles].  But, you know, there's 

guys that are like that too.  But it's not because they’re a girl.  It's case-by-

case with everybody. 

Mike: I have noticed something of this when I have rolled with you, or watched you 

rolling while I was taking a rest.  If someone does not introduce him- or 

herself to you at the beginning of a roll, you appear to familiarise yourself 

with that person through some sort of bodily dialogue of shared 

movements.  

I think there is something very intuitive and almost what I would call 

primordial in what you do.  It brings to mind Heinrich von Kleist’s description 

of a particular moment in a wrestling match between two men.32 

The athlete, at that moment when he is holding his opponent in 

his grip, simply has no recourse but to act spontaneously, on 

inspiration; and if he begins to calculate which muscles to 

contract and which limbs to move in order to throw him 

[überwinden], he will always draw the short straw and be thrown 

himself [unterliegen].  But afterwards, when he has either won 

or found himself flat on the floor, that would be the proper time 

and place to think it over [überlegen], and decide which pressure 

threw his opponent, or with which foot he ought to have tripped 

him in order to remain standing himself.33  

Kleist emphasises the wrestler’s tactile proximity by starting with them 

already engaged.  In this moment, just like the moments when you roll, Cecil, 

each wrestler must simply initiate techniques and react to each other’s 

movements, and to each other’s not-thinking, habitual bodies as wrestling 

bodies.  These are bodies otherwise not yet named or clearly defined—just 

 
32 Kleist, An Abyss Deep Enough, 217. 
33 Ibid. 
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bodies, in this moment, that are two sides of a shared anonymous existence.  

The named body of self-reflection will emerge out of this moment of lived 

experience.  For Kleist, this wrestling embodies the truth that reflection 

(überlegung) is something that occurs “after rather than before an act.”34  

Merleau-Ponty explains how our conscious subjectivity—with its distinction 

of self and other—emerges out of a prior anonymous bodily existence.  The 

anonymous body, like the bodies of Kleist’s wrestlers, is called anonymous 

because it is pre-reflective.35  He says that this body experiences a direct, 

primordial recognition of other bodies as “prolongation[s] of its own 

intentions” (PP 412).  For example, Merleau-Ponty tells us that a fifteen-

month old baby opens its mouth when someone playfully pretends to bite 

one of its fingers in an immediate adoption of that other person’s intentions 

(PP 410).   

Shaun Gallagher describes this as a “kind of perception-based understanding 

[that] is a form of ‘body-reading’ rather than mind-reading.  In seeing the 

actions and expressive movements of the other person, one already sees 

their meaning; no inference to a hidden set of mental states (beliefs, desires, 

etc.) is necessary.”36  You can see the same thing even earlier with the new-

born and her mother.  Both exist in a mutual engagement of pre-reflective 

intentions or desires, in which their body boundaries are blurred.  Eva-Maria 

Simms describes how the mother’s bodily “invitation” to feed is met by the 

 
34 Ibid. 
35 Merleau-Ponty’s concept of the anonymous body has been criticised by some feminist and queer scholars.  
For example, Shannon Sullivan argues that it is too “neutral,” and Judith Butler that it uses the male 
heterosexual body as a default.  Although there is some validity to these criticisms, I follow other feminist and 
queer scholars like Rosalyn Diprose and Gayle Salamon, who recognize its potential to formulate studies on 
gender and sexuality.  See Shannon Sullivan, “Domination and Dialogue in Merleau-Ponty’s Phenomenology of 
Perception,” Hypatia 12.1 (1997), 1-19; Judith Butler, “Sexual Ideology and Phenomenological Description: A 
Feminist Critique of Merleau-Ponty’s Phenomenology of Perception,” in J. Allen and I. M. Young, eds., The 
Thinking Muse: Feminism and Modern French Philosophy (Bloomington, Indiana University Press, 1989), 85-
100; Rosalyn Diprose, Corporeal Generosity: On Giving with Nietzsche, Merleau-Ponty, and Levinas (Albany, NY: 
State University of New York Press, 2002), 75-121; and Gayle Salamon, Assuming a Body: Transgender and 
Rhetorics of Materiality (New York: Columbia University Press, 2010), 43-65.        
36 Gallagher, How the Body Shapes the Mind, 227.   
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baby’s rooting and sucking for nourishment.37  Simms draws on Merleau-

Ponty to make this clear.  She says breast milk “is the visible sign of the 

invisible, the in-between body, the chiasm [or criss-crossing], mother-infant 

flesh.”38   

So, how does this shed light on the wrestling in Jacob’s encounter?  What 

might it reveal about the development of Jacob and the man-God’s 

intersubjective awareness?  And the emergence of their gendered 

awareness?  Let me respond to these questions by retelling their encounter.  

Jacob is alone on the river bank (Genesis 32:24).  It is dark.  Before he 

realises, the wrestling is underway (v. 24).  He is together with that other 

body, as though  he was never alone.  Well, he wasn’t, was he?  Even on his 

own, he has been mindful of his kin, and worried about his brother.39 

But now, he is locked up with this other body.  He cannot see a face because 

it is too dark and he is too close to see a profile.  Jacob feels one hand 

gripping his tricep and the other his lat.  A shoulder is pushing into his chest.  

An elbow and armpit are clamping his forearm.  Jacob’s forehead is pressed 

into the other’s jaw.  Muscles are flexed.  Both are heavy on their front foot.   

Both bodies twist and turn.  Jacob is gripping and being gripped.  In the knot 

of limbs, he is trying to advance his position, digging for a second underhook 

to gain double unders.  If Jacob can get to this position, he might be able to 

control the other in a bear hug.  But the other is strong, and not giving 

anything away.  Jacob can only act and react.  There is no time to really think. 

This other is another body, an anonymous body.  Two wrestling bodies with 

no names and no obvious features.  Two bodies melded together like twins 

in the womb.  Or like the first human (1:26-27), the androgynous adam who, 

 
37 Eva-Maria Simms, “Milk and Flesh: A Phenomenological on Infancy and Coexistence,” Journal of 
Phenomenological Psychology 32.1 (2001), 24-30. 
38 Ibid., 26. 
39 On the experience of solitude, see Merleau-Ponty’s essay “The Philosopher and His Shadow,” in Signs, 174. 
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only when split, becomes a male and a female (Gen. Rab 8:1 and Lev. Rab. 

14:1).40 

At certain points in their marathon encounter, Jacob senses the other as 

other, although he is not clear what this means.  There are gradual shifts 

from anonymous bodies to more clearly defined body-subjects.  This 

becomes most obvious in the words exchanged between Jacob and his 

adversary (32:26-29).  One body is now a twice-named body (vv. 27-28), and 

the other a naming body (vv. 28).  But this intersubjective awareness already 

begins to emerge out of their intercorporeal experience.  Through his 

combative struggle, Jacob realises that his intentions and his actions are 

matched by opposing intentions and actions.  Jacob is affected by the 

intentions and actions of an other, just as he affects the other with his 

intentions and actions.  Together, both bodies enact a silent language of 

shared struggle that is then articulated in their verbal sparring.   

Yet, this is by no means a time of reflection after the wrestling, as described 

by Kleist earlier—that is still to come.  For these speaking bodies are still 

bodies joined in grappling.  They are bodies that started speaking because of 

the wrestling.  “Let me go,” Jacob’s opponent requests (v. 26).  While this 

other wants distance, Jacob refuses, maintaining his proximity and 

continuing  to touch even as he hears the voice of the other.  When Jacob’s 

adversary “sees” (rāʾâ) that he is unable to overcome him, he makes just 

enough space to “strike” (nāgaʾ) him (v. 25).41  At the end of the wrestling 

encounter, Jacob’s reflection at a distance is that he has “seen” (rāʾâ) God’s 

face with his own eyes (v. 30). 

The Jacob in this encounter is obviously very tactile.  His experience of 

wrestling is a lot like your experience of grappling, Cecil and Noah.  This 

Jacob stands in contrast to Philo’s description of Jacob, which emphasises 

 
40 Stephen D. Moore, God’s Gym: Divine Male Bodies in the Bible (New York: Routledge, 1996), 90-91. 
41 I have opted for the meaning “strike” here.  The verb (ָנַגע) can also mean “touch,” as in, the adversary 
injures Jacob with a “magical touch.”  For the latter interpretation, see Westermann, Genesis 12-36, 517; and 
Alter, Genesis, 181.  
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sight.  Although critical of the general senses, Philo does commend sight 

“because it is especially related to the [all-important] soul” (Questions and 

Answers on Genesis 2.34).42   Hence, through discipline and training, Philo’s 

Jacob receives the new name of Israel, which means “he who sees” (On 

Dreams 1.129).  Perhaps this is the Jacob you would identify with, Ash. 

According to common hierarchies of the senses, Jacob either presents as a 

masculine wrestler or a feminine wrestler.  In the history of  the senses, 

Constance Classen tells us that women are typically associated with the 

“lower” sense of touch, while men are identified with the “rational” sense 

of vision.43  This is not that different to the higher ranking of vision over 

touch associated with Hirose and Pih’s observed hierarchy of striking over 

grappling.  It is possible to read the engendered senses in Jacob’s encounter 

in various ways.  One is to focus on the predominance of tactility or specific 

references to seeing—such as Jacob seeing God, and the man-God seeing he 

could not prevail (v. 25)—and arrive at tactile figures or visionary figures.  

Jacob and the man-God would then be either feminine or masculine 

wrestlers. 

However, a more dynamic reading would allow for variable gender for each 

wrestler.  Hence, Jacob would be a feminine tactile wrestler—something 

reaching as far back as his wrestling in his mother’s womb—who in seeing, 

is also masculine.  The man-God would be a feminine tactile wrestler, who 

in seeing (and striking!), is also masculine.  Whether or not one agrees with 

this hierarchy of senses, such a dynamic reading presents us with the kind of 

variability of senses that Merleau-Ponty advanced.   

Merleau-Ponty discusses a number of these in terms of his concept of 

reversibility.  He explains that touch and touching overlap through the 

reversible touching hand on the other touched hand.  The reversibility of 

 
42 See Richard A. Baer, Philo’s Use of the Categories Male and Female (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1970), 38-44.   
43 Constance Classen, The Colour of Angels: Cosmology, Gender and the Aesthetic Imagination (London: 
Routledge, 1998), 63-82. 
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vision and the visible occur in the figure who sees as he or she is seen (VI 

134, 138-39).44  Furthermore, there is a reversibility of vision and touch, 

visible and tangible.  For instance, the tactile eyes move to look at or reach 

visible things which they “envelop,” “palpate,” and “espouse” (PrP 162; VI 

133).  These reversibilities, including the reversibility of vision and touch, 

visible and tangible, occur because “the same body sees and touches, [and 

therefore] visible and tangible belong to the same world” (VI 134).  When 

Jacob claims that he has seen God, he does so in the same place and with 

the same body with which he grappled with his opponent.  He has seen and 

been seen, he has touched and been touched.   

Fighting with Manhood 

Mike: I want to return to the topic of gender in Jacob’s wrestling encounter.  In 

particular I want to explore further the gendered awareness of Jacob as he 

wrestles.  Even before the usual talk about when it is Jacob recognises the 

man as God, I would like to consider when the anonymous body of this other 

becomes the man to Jacob?  What is it that makes you really aware that you 

are rolling with a body that is male or female? 

Kevin: It would be unexpected if you were rolling with a woman and you became 

conscious of the fact that they owned a penis as well.  Because we are in 

close proximity to people.  And I think one of the tricky things around rolling 

with women is the recognition of various bodies. You accidentally catch 

someone—a guy in the nuts with your foot and it's like, “Oh, sorry,” that's it, 

you know. You catch a girl in the crotch with your foot it's a whole different 

story.  And so, if you are rolling with somebody who you think is a woman 

and you become aware of a penis or you catch them in some way, I think 

that would be embarrassing.  Because of that sense of them passing and how 

 
44 Dermot Moran, “Between Vision and Touch: From Husserl to Merleau-Ponty,” in Richard Kearney and Brian 
Treanor, eds., Carnal Hermeneutics (New York: Fordham University Press, 2015), 230-32. 
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they feel about that would become all those things. It would become 

incredibly complicated. 

Mike: So, with Jacob, what does he catch during his wrestle?  We can only guess.  

But for starters, we can say that depending on how you interpret the area of 

Jacob’s injury (Genesis 32:25), it is Jacob who is exposed.  Various scholars 

interpret Jacob’s kap yārēḥ or “hollow or hand of the thigh” as his penis or 

scrotum.45  S. H. Smith says that, in striking Jacob here, God reminds him 

who’s boss.  God reminds Jacob that God is in charge of the Abrahamic 

covenant, which includes Jacob’s ability to produce offspring.  Once Jacob is 

clear on that, “children [will spring] freely from the very loins over which God 

[has] asserted his dominance.”46   

Up to now, it appears that Jacob has managed to procreate just fine without 

any divine interventions.47  But it is also the case that, following this nut shot, 

Jacob does go on to have many descendants (from out of his thigh [yārēḥ], 

Genesis 46:26).  However, Jacob’s acknowledgement of God’s dominance 

over his loins to merit this is not straightforwardly obvious.  Framing it in 

Smith’s terms, it could go something like this: Jacob gets a nut shot from 

God, which makes Jacob hold on to God for dear life, which makes God 

struggle for release, which leads to Jacob’s demand for the blessing and 

volunteering of his name, which results in God’s blessing and re-naming, one 

or both of which is Jacob’s submission to God’s power over his nuts.  

But this misses some key details about anonymous bodies and gendered 

bodies that I want to discuss.    I want to consider how understanding these 

different bodies does not only help us to understand Jacob’s wrestling 

encounter, but also to make sense of our own combat sport interactions.  

One of many ambiguities in the nut shot episode is working out who is doing 

 
45 See S. Gevirtz, “Of Patriarchs and Puns: Joseph at the Fountain, Jacob at the Ford,” HUCA 46 (1975), 52-53; L. 
Eslinger, “The Case of an Immodest Lady Wrestler in Deuteronomy 25:11-12,” VT 31.3 (1981), 273-74, 277-81;  
Smith, “‘Heel’ and ‘Thigh,’” 466-69; and Hamilton, The Book of Genesis, 331. 
46 Smith, “‘Heel’ and ‘Thigh,’” 469.  
47 Howard Eilberg-Schwartz, God’s Phallus and Other Problems for Men and Monotheism (Boston: Beacon 
Press, 1994), 153.  
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what to whom, and this is not as simple as “God struck Jacob on his nuts.”  

At this point in time, without all the endless rewinds of the entire night’s 

wrestling, there isn’t much at all to suggest that Jacob is up against God.  All 

we know is that he is wrestling a man.  And as I previously noted, it is not 

clear just when—in the darkness of the night—the anonymous body of the 

other becomes the man against whom Jacob wrestles. 

Let’s look more closely at the account of the nut shot.  Literally, it would read 

“when-he-saw that not he-could-overpower him then-he-struck on-hollow-

of thigh-of-him so-she [thigh]-was-wrenched hollow-of thigh-of _____ .”  

Without Jacob’s name at the end, the pronouns could refer to either 

wrestler.48  Until the last word, we do not know who is active and who is 

passive here.  We scan ahead for an answer, all the (short) while reflecting 

on what we know of Jacob’s life so far to guess to which set of pronouns he 

belongs.  Even at the end of the description, there is still some doubt.  Yes, 

we have gendered bodies, and finally a named body, but there still seems to 

be a sense of anonymity.  It is not surprising then that Hermann Gunkel 

thinks the episode makes more sense if we reverse the active and passive 

wrestlers.  So, now we have “Jacob [who] sees that he is not superior in 

bodily strength to the other, [and therefore] employs—as is extremely fitting 

to his character in general—a wrestler’s trick … and smites the opponent.”49  

Wrestling, of course, is full of reversals.  I have already mentioned in chapter 

5 the changing (professional wrestling) statuses of Jacob the “heel” and the 

“face” man, based on the standard interpretation of the nut shot.  Now, with 

Jacob as the perpetrator, Gunkel has him remain as the heel for a while 

longer.  The various reversals can be as fluid as the wrestling bodies 

themselves.  Others are set in stone.  Jacob Epstein’s sculpture, Jacob and 

the Angel, reverses the roles of the wrestlers at some time after the nut shot.  

Now, the larger figure of the angel holds Jacob.  The angel clearly has the 

 
48 Geller, “The Struggle at the Jabbok,” 44. 
49 Gunkel, Genesis, 349. 
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more dominant position, as both his arms are under Jacob’s limp arms.  But 

these are not double unders—the angel’s hands are not locked around 

Jacob’s back or tightly gripping his shoulders, but rather  are gently placed 

on his upper back.  This is a full-frontal embrace in which the angel lifts up 

the exhausted and helpless Jacob.  His nose is almost nuzzling Jacob’s chin, 

as he draws him back into their shared flesh—the one flesh of the alabaster 

stone.  This is no angel begging to be released.  Instead, we have a weak 

Jacob, supported by the angel, longing for a blessing. 

This is an intimate moment—or at least it appears to be.  The head positions 

of the two wrestlers are ambiguous:  has Jacob tilted his head back to avoid 

the angel’s intense stare—his emasculating gaze?  Or has his head been 

strategically maneuvered by the angel?  This may not be a gentle nuzzling, 

but a head now locked into position, making it impossible for Jacob to gaze 

back at him.  Such a position also stops Jacob from looking down and seeing 

the angel’s phallus,  which is largely hidden from viewers of the sculpture,  

hidden by the tight enclosure of the naked bodies.   

. 

Do you think, Kevin, that Epstein’s sculpture captures something of that 

embarrassing moment you were talking about?  Does it materialise Jacob’s 

shock that his divine opponent also has genitals like his own?  If we assume 

with Epstein that the wrestlers are naked, how does this play out?  Initially, 

two anonymous bodies are entangled in wrestling.  It is dark so there isn’t 

Fig. 1: Jacob Epstein, Jacob 

and the Angel, c. 1940, 

alabaster, 2140 x 1100 x 920 

mm 



 160 

much to see.  Jacob penetrates  the other’s immediate space and presses up 

against him.  His genitals touch the other’s genitals.  What Jacob may have 

suspected is now beyond doubt.  This anonymous other is a man—a man 

like Jacob.  But who will emerge as the Man in this struggle of superior 

masculinity?   

Is this the approximate moment when one of them executes the nut shot, 

as he feels his masculine power slipping and is forced to bring the other to 

“the edge of masculine dissolution”?50  There are a few different 

possibilities.  In one, Jacob realises the man is actually an angel and strikes 

him in the nuts or forcefully grabs them, to establish they are for real.  In 

another scenario, the angel is the aggressor, having become aware that 

Jacob senses his identity.  He has to act, for with the arrival of dawn, Jacob 

will be in no doubt about who his adversary is. 

In his poem ‘Questions About Angels,’ Billy Collins wonders about the form 

of angels.51  He asks, “Do they fly through God’s body and come out 

singing?”52  If Cynthia Rylant is correct, angels would have a difficult time 

getting past God’s robe, which he even wears when he takes a bath, as she 

reveals in her poem ‘God Took a Bath.’53  The reason for this modesty, as 

with the angel obscuring his nuts just described, is that God is “shy,” and a 

“little self-conscious/about his body.”54  Apparently there was a time when 

God was quite care-free about his body, but that all changed:  

Then these things 

started coming back to him: 

The whole misunderstanding 

with Adam and Eve. 

Then circumcision. 

 
50 Brian Pronger, The Arena of Masculinity: Sports, Homosexuality, and the Meaning of Sex (New York: St. 
Martin’s Press, 1990), 181. 
51 Billy Collins, Questions About Angels: Poems (Pittsburgh, PA: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1999), 25-26. 
52 Ibid., 25. 
53 Cynthia Rylant, God Went to Beauty School (New York: HarperCollins, 2009), 19-20.  
54 Ibid., 19. 
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Then talk talk talk 

of everybody being made 

in his image. 

Until he got afraid 

to look in a mirror. 

Everybody had such 

high expectations 

and now he was 

a little insecure. 

Could be he was flabby. 

Love handles on God 

would have to be huge. 

So he kept his robe on.55  

God, it seems, not only has a body—as do humans created in his image—but 

he also has issues with his body image.  Various scholars elaborate on God’s 

self-consciousness about his body.  Stephen Moore says that the double-

faced and double-fronted Adam is androgynous because he reflects God 

who is androgynous.56  God’s awkwardness about being a she-male explains 

his reticence when Moses asks to see his glory (Exodus 33:18-23).  

And [God] said, “I will make all my goodness pass before 

you…But,” he said, “you cannot see my face; for no one shall see 

me and live.”  And the LORD continued, “See, there is a place by 

me where you shall stand on the rock; and while my glory passes 

by I will put you in a cleft of the rock, and I will cover you with 

my hand until I have passed by; then I will take away my hand, 

and you shall see my back; but my face shall not be seen.” 

According to Moore, God is not showing off his impressive back muscles to 

Moses, but, rather, is turning his front away from him because he is not 

 
55 Ibid., 19-20 (I have changed all the pronouns to lower case). 
56 Moore, God’s Gym, 92-93. 
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comfortable with Moses seeing his “bitch tits” and shrivelled nuts.57  This 

kind of divine exposure, as I am suggesting with the Epstein sculpture, might 

be even more unpleasant in the close proximity of Jacob’s wrestling.  How 

would Jacob react to the man-woman-God’s “bits”?   

For Howard Eilberg-Schwartz, the problem relates to both God and Moses 

being male.  God cannot allow Moses to gaze upon the markers of his male 

sex, that is, his face and, unavoidably, his genitals.  Moses’s male gaze is a 

challenge to God’s hegemonic masculinity.  For him to gaze upon God is to 

make of God a woman to be looked at.  It also exposes the homoeroticism 

between the devout male and his manly God.58  This is like the potential 

homoeroticism between two men rolling, which I discussed earlier.     

The solution posited by Eilberg-Schwartz follows the logic of the ring girl 

(according to the Polly quote), or having a woman like Rousey roll with a man 

instead of two men rolling.  In this case, it is the human, not God, who 

becomes a proxy woman.  This arbitrary arrangement underscores just how 

unstable hegemonic masculinity actually is.  Eilberg-Schwartz argues this 

solution is the meaning behind Jacob’s nut shot.59  The timing could not be 

better.  Jacob, the “mummy’s boy,” has cut his ties with Laban and is intent 

on being his own man.60  But God, the font of all masculinity, has other plans.  

So, he “unmans” Jacob with a nut shot.  Jacob is now uncomfortably 

submitted to God.61  Jacob the emasculated individual now foreshadows the 

male team of male Israelites, who are themselves unmanned through rituals 

like circumcision to become God’s “wife.”62 

Both Moore and Eilberg-Schwartz present some interesting proposals that 

link with some of the ideas we have been discussing around gendered 

awareness when we grapple with each other.  Their biblical focus has 

 
57 Ibid., 93, 97. 
58 Eilberg-Schwartz, God’s Phallus, 59-133. 
59 Ibid., 152-58. 
60 Ibid., 154. 
61 Ibid., 155. 
62 Ibid., 155, 97-99. 
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obvious relevance for the Jacob wrestling encounter.  It helps to highlight 

the importance of gender, particularly for understanding Jacob’s adversary.  

As with the different retellings of Jacob’s encounter, so also every new 

engagement with someone in rolling—or striking, for that matter—will 

reveal something different about our gendered bodies.     

Combative Engagement or Intimate Encounter? 

Noah: I think training is really good for friendship.  I’ve been reading a few studies 

about it, and—actually about jiu-jitsu and how, I suppose, friendships during 

jiu-jitsu are actually created.  You know it’s a lot easier to make friends in jiu-

jitsu, partially because of the release of endorphins after you exercise.  And 

it gives a sort of happiness feeling which just allows people to socialise a lot 

better.   

Mike: That sounds really interesting, Noah.    I have done a bit of research on 

endorphins and friendships in BJJ and found a few articles that line up with 

what you are saying.63  For example, the physical contact in BJJ releases 

oxytocin, which is associated with “love, trust and affection.”64  I have also 

come across various references to friendship developed through sport.  In 

some sports, such as rugby, it is a significant element, while in others, such 

as bodybuilding, it is not.65  Given that hormone release occurs in a wide 

range of sports, do you think there is anything to BJJ, or combat sport more 

generally, that specifically facilitates friendship among its practitioners? 

Cameron: You know, something weird happens in Jits training.  A friend was saying, he 

was like, you know, “You don’t realise it, but it’s also an incredibly, like, 

 
63 For example, Gloria Coccoli, “Understanding the Feel-Good Chemicals Released When You Do Jiu-jitsu,” BJJ 
Eastern Europe, 11 May 2020, https://www.bjjee.com/articles/understanding-the-feel-good-chemicals-
released-when-you-do-jiu-jitsu/.   
64 Ibid. 
65 See Mary E. Duquin, “Sport and Emotions,” in Jay Coakley and Eric Dunning, eds., Handbook of Sports Studies 
(London: Sage Publications, 2000), 477-90; and Ryan Scoats and Stefan Robinson, “From Stoicism to Bromance: 
Millennial Men’s Friendships,” in Rory Magrath, Jamie Cleland, and Eric Anderson, eds., The Palgrave 
Handbook of Masculinity and Sport (Cham, Switzerland: Palgrave Macmillan, 2020), 379-92.    

https://www.bjjee.com/articles/understanding-the-feel-good-chemicals-released-when-you-do-jiu-jitsu/
https://www.bjjee.com/articles/understanding-the-feel-good-chemicals-released-when-you-do-jiu-jitsu/
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intimate bond you form with these people.”  Because you are—you know, 

you’re body to body.  

Toa: I do think there is something intimate when you’re in the cage.  You’re 

opposite someone, and your intention is to defeat this person.  In my second 

fight, I was absolutely gassed, but I pushed through.  And I managed to win 

against a really tough opponent.  I felt really humbled because I shared a 

really intimate moment with this dude, you know. 

Mike: So, it sounds as though friendship is a very corporeal thing, which is why you 

think it is a typical occurrence in an activity as corporeal as combat sport.  

And this body-to-body contact is not just incidental, but is profoundly 

intimate.  This is rather ironic, because the intimate body-to-body 

interaction that is conducive to friendship is also an agonistic one which 

would seem to equally challenge such a relationship. 

Joshua: Like, most of the dudes I’ve fought over the last few years, I'm still good 

mates with them, you know.  I keep in contact with them, and still train with 

them if I can. And, I don't see it as something that I'm out there trying to hurt 

people and all that kind of stuff … I love the sport and I know I'm beating this 

guy up or he's beating me up, either way. And, you know, I’m in there to 

make—I’ve made so many awesome relationships with these dudes, you 

know. 

Lisa: So, I’m hitting her in the face.  And she’s a pretty blonde girl.  And, she was, 

you know, younger than me.  And she's a young girl and I'm sitting there—

but I watched that fight, and it's one of my proudest, because she was—we 

were—she did really good.  She didn't get owned, and she was proud of 

herself for not quitting.  And I saw her Facebook post about how proud she 

was that it could have been stopped.  But she kept fighting through it.  We 

went all three rounds.  And we actually messaged each other afterwards.  

And we’re quite good friends now. 

Mike: Joshua and Lisa, I understand where you are both coming from.  I have only 
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competed a handful of times in BJJ, and those experiences have all been 

positive.  I have talked to my opponents after our matches, laughing about 

the experience, and we have become Facebook friends.   

 Merleau-Ponty did not address the subject of friendship in any explicit way.  

But I think what he said about the sexually desiring body can be applied to 

friendship. For Merleau-Ponty, life is “co-extensive” with sexuality.  It is part 

of the ambiguity which is “the essence of human existence” (PP 196).  

Similarly, Gayle Salamon says that sexuality is located at the “join between 

desire and the body.”66  It is neither solely some deep yearning for the other 

or the world or solely the body’s “erotogenic zone.”67  Rather, it is the criss-

crossing and reversibility of desire and body.  Desire becomes the body, and 

the body becomes desire.68  My desiring body reaches out to the other and 

to the world.  It is part of what Merleau-Ponty calls my sexual schema.69  

Salamon says it is a relational mode of being that allows me to 

simultaneously experience my existence as “for me” and “for the other.”70  

In doing so, it circumvents the dualisms and boundaried domains of subject 

and object, body and mind, and active and passive.  This is the in-between 

space of the “flesh” which is also true of bodies that desire some form of 

friendship. 

 It would not be too difficult to read Jacob’s combative encounter as a longing 

for the man-God, with whom he becomes a friend.  Avivah Zornberg tells us 

that it seems that Jacob “has conjured the man’s spirit out of the lonely 

air.”71  Theirs may be a physical struggle, but the angel has come for Jacob’s 

good, to show him how to become a better man—or, as Zornberg puts it, 

“how to become Israel.”72  Their tussle soon becomes a forceful hold, and 

then, perhaps the embrace that the writer of Genesis links between Jacob 

 
66 Salamon, Assuming a Body, 50. 
67 Ibid., 49-50. 
68 Ibid., 51. 
69 Ibid., 48. 
70 Ibid., 57. 
71 Zornberg, Genesis, 234. 
72 Ibid. 
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and Esau and Jacob and his wrestling partner.  Jacob sees the face of his 

friend, possibly when he gives Jacob his new name.   

 A similar course of events unfolds in the ancient Mesopotamian Epic of 

Gilgamesh. In tablet II (lines 96-115) we have a description of the wrestling 

encounter between the eponymous hero and the wild man Enkidu: 

Enkidu blocked the door to the wedding with his foot, 

Not allowing Gilgamesh to enter. 

They grappled each other, holding fast like wrestlers, 

They shattered the doorpost, the wall shock… 

It was Gilgamesh who knelt for the pin, his foot on the ground. 

His fury abated, he turned away… 

They kissed each other and made friends.73 

 While there is some debate over details of the match, and the meaning of 

the kiss, it is clear that their combative encounter ends in friendship.74  Is 

there something ancient and primal about these friendships forged through 

fighting?   

Corey: Someone asked me, why would you fight, like why would you get in a cage 

and fight?  And he said because that’s your primal side coming through.  Just 

like man goes out there, he hunts, he kills things. He was a spear-fisherman.  

He goes, I love the thrill of the hunt, the spear for that.  It goes to my primal 

instincts, that real core of myself and it's the same for you. He said I know 

why you fight because you reach your primal core, your instinct.  Right down 

the human race, we used to eat, have sex, and fight.  

Mike: Right.  So, what is central to combat sport is a physical encounter that you 

see as something primal and Darwinian.  Various authors have made similar 

arguments to you, such as Jonathan Gottschall in The Professor in the Cage: 

 
73 The Epic of Gilgamesh: A New Translation, Analogues, Criticism, trans. Benjamin R. Foster (New York: W. W. 
Norton & Company, 2001), 16. 
74 See Susan Ackerman, When Heroes Love: The Ambiguity of Eros in the Stories of Gilgamesh and David (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 2005), 67-71.  
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Why Men Fight and Why We Like to Watch, and Marcus Trower in The Last 

Wrestlers: A Far-flung Journey in Search of a Manly Art.75  In Trower’s case, 

he argues for a primal link between fighting and sex which he calls the 

“human rutting theory.”76  Just like stags, men assert their masculinity in 

ritualised combat with other men, the winner acquiring the prized female 

and the chance to reproduce.77 

Cameron: I think that is knuckle-dragging caveman bullshit that I wish we were past.  I 

wish we were past that.  Some men were warriors.  Some men were bards.  

Some men were blacksmiths.  Some men, you know—there are so many 

different roles that people took, that you can't say that, you know, all men 

have fight in them.  Because they fucken don't … Because, you know, we've 

evolved, and we've moved forward.  And, you know, that shit’s not that 

important now.  If you want to, you know, make it in your head that men 

are, you know, these war machines, then fuck, you really need to examine 

what being a man is because that's part of the picture, you know.  And for 

some people that, you know, it's like a tiny bit in the corner of a huge 

painting. 

Mike: I hear what you are saying, Cameron.  I also think, because all of us are 

actively involved in combat sports, it’s easy to think that everyone else has 

some inclination to fight another person.  Or, at least for us men in combat 

sports, to think it’s standard fare, even something primal, that all other men 

are somehow fighters.  But as you point out, that does not fit with the past 

or with the present.  And even if it were true of, say the past, there is no 

simple link that necessitates that it is so in the present.  

 Anthropologists and archaeologists continue to debate to what extent our 

 
75 Jonathan Gottschall, The Professor in the Cage: Why Men Fight and Why We Like to Watch (New York: 
Penguin Press, 2015); and Marcus Trower, The Last Wrestlers: A Far-flung Journey in Search of a Manly Art 
(London: Ebury Press, 2007). 
76 Trower, The Last Wrestlers, 276. 
77 Ibid., 276-78.  
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male ancestors were violent warriors or peaceful savages.78  Azar Gat, 

acknowledges the evidence for the former, without excluding the presence 

of the latter.79  He accepts that both evolution and culture have combined 

to produce a “diverse human behavioural toolkit” that is “geared for violent 

conflict, peaceful competition, and cooperation, as well as avoidance.”80  

Although he recognises a long history of widespread violence, he dismisses 

a basic link between the social reality of then and now, which we might 

expect if violence is a “primary drive.”81  That it is not a drive that “requires 

release, like hunger or sex,” is evident in the case of the historically peaceful 

people of Switzerland and Sweden.82 

[They] have not fought for two centuries, yet they show no 

special signs of deprivation on this account.  But try to deny them 

food for more than a few hours, or sex for more than a few days, 

and their reaction would be quite predictable.83 

Just because Jacob fights at Peniel, does not mean he is driven to fight once 

more against Esau soon after.  Granted the circumstances have changed, but 

unlike the unrelenting hunger drive, Jacob does not simply acquiesce to 

some drive to fight.  His decision not to fight is particularly pronounced if we 

interpret his wrestling adversary as his brother, Esau, as I will do here.84  So 

then, in what seems rather primal, both brothers already fight with each 

other in the womb, avoid bloodshed when Jacob flees later on, and later on 

 
78 The literature on this subject is extensive.  For a helpful overview, see Luke Glowacki, Michael L. Wilson, and 
Richard W. Wrangham, “The Evolutionary Anthropology of War,” Journal of Economic Behaviour & 
Organisation 178 (2020), 963-82.   
79 Azar Gat, “Proving Communal Warfare Among Hunter-Gatherers: The Quasi-Rousseauan Error,” Evolutionary 
Anthropology 24 (2015), 123-24.  See also, Bonaventura Majolo, “Warfare in Evolutionary Perspective,” 
Evolutionary Anthropology  26 (2018), 328.    
80 Gat, “Proving Communal Warfare Among Hunter-Gatherers,” 124. 
81 Ibid., 123. 
82 Ibid. 
83 Ibid. 
84 This interpretation does not preclude the possibility that Jacob’s adversary is also somehow divine.  
Laurence Turner says that “God confronts Jacob not only in human form, but as Esau, whom he fears, as a 
night spirit, belonging to the time when his fears are at their sharpest, as a river spirit because he is crossing a 
perilous boundary into the territory of Israel, and as the embodiment of the deepest hopes and fears of his 
own mind.”  See Laurence A. Turner, Genesis (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 2000), 31.    
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again, knowingly or unknowingly wrestle against each other at Peniel.85  

Their conflict highlights their differing masculinities, which also includes 

their roles as patriarchs and progenitors of peoples.  Jacob is a mummy’s boy 

who flees, but can also fight.  Esau is a hunter—sometimes for his father—

who fights.   

By all intents and purposes, we would expect that they would continue to 

fight.  It follows the basic trajectory of their interactions, and it explains 

Jacob’s anxiety and his precautions for his impending meeting with Esau.  

But instead, Jacob-Israel, the famed and renamed fighter who may well have 

unexpectedly bested Esau, embraces him (Genesis 33:4).  Along with his 

deference to Esau (vv. 3, 5-11), this Jacob seems so different to the one at 

the Jabbok that Hermann Gunkel sees them as two different figures.86  

However, what is even more surprising are the actions of Esau.  For it is this 

hunter and wild man,87 this fighter who, despite being wronged by Jacob, is 

the one who initiates the embrace and kisses him on the neck (v. 4).  

This unexpected reunion is a radicalisation of their masculinities.  It 

decentres a primal, Darwinian masculinity rooted in combative dominance 

with intimacy and shared vulnerability.  I say “decentres” here and not 

“replaces” to emphasise that this conciliatory moment does not guarantee 

the absence of violence, as though peace and conflict are mutually exclusive.  

As Bonaventura Majolo notes in his review of warfare in human evolution: 

The occurrence of altruism, compassion toward conspecifics or 

empathy does not disprove that an individual, group or species 

could be aggressive, wage war, or display lethal violence.88 

Just as Esau and Jacob embrace when we expect them to fight, so there is 

no certainty that they will now continue to embrace hereafter.  Esau and 

 
85 On whether or not Jacob recognises Esau, see Miles, God, 73-75. 
86 See Gunkel, Genesis, 353. 
87 For Esau as a kind of folkloristic wild man, see Gregory Mobley, “The Wild Man in the Bible and the Ancient 
Near East,” JBL 116.2 (1997), 218-20. 
88 Majolo, “Warfare in Evolutionary Perspective,” 328. 
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Jacob, and, I would argue, men in general, are not simply the products of 

their instincts, such as the alleged instinct to fight and reproduce.  Merleau-

Ponty characteristically argues for a “both/and” approach that 

acknowledges the role of both instinct and culture.89  This accounts for the 

dynamic openness and ambiguity that precludes us from categorically 

knowing whether Jacob and Esau will next fight or embrace.  Merleau-Ponty 

points out that while we are more than our instincts, we are not less than 

them.  He explains that culture, or specifically, our habits, act as behavioural 

refinements of our instincts, which are corporeal “structures” of 

“indeterminate” and “general” meaning.90  As J. Keeping puts it: 

Our bodies predispose us to be walking beings, to be grasping 

beings, to be speaking beings and sexual beings (to list a few), 

but within these very general boundaries a great deal is left to 

be developed through habituation.91               

With this in mind, just think about the range of possibilities this presents to 

understanding Jacob’s and Esau’s masculinities, masculinities more 

generally, and even talk of masculine spiritualities.92  We’ve already 

discussed masculinity in interaction with femininity, but it is also important 

to think about the intersection of masculinities.  Jacob and Esau display 

masculinities that contrast as mummy’s boy and wild man hunter 

respectively, and which converge in their fighting and reconciling.  Both 

brothers are men in all these conventional and unconventional expressions.  

They are men as much in their shared intimacy as they are in trying to out 

wrestle one another.   

For all its similarity to a wrestling hold, the embrace more directly reveals 

the vulnerability of those involved.  This is a vulnerability that radicalises not 

 
89 See J. Keeping, “How Does the Bird Build Its Nest?  Instincts as Embodied Meaning,” Phenomenology and the 
Cognitive Sciences 5 (2006), 171-95. 
90 Ibid., 188-91. 
91 Ibid., 191. 
92 For an assessment of the latter, see Joseph Gelfer, Numen, Old Men: Contemporary Masculine Spiritualities 
and the Problem of Patriarchy (London: Equinox, 2009). 
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just Jacob’s and Esau’s masculinities, but masculinity in general.  When Esau 

initiates the embrace, he opens himself up to his deceptive brother.  And 

when Jacob reciprocates, he gives up his guard and enters into the proximity 

of shared space.  This is a shared action that is more encompassing than the 

handshake associated with Merleau-Ponty or the “touching of hands” used 

by Jewish men to seal a contract that possibly dates back to the biblical era.93  

Jacob and Esau’s embrace is a bodily dialogue that Z. D. Gurevitch describes 

as “both holding and held by the other, both active and passive, both adult 

and infant.”94   

These characteristics are also corporeal reminders to Jacob and Esau of 

another primal reality that I referred to earlier.  This is the corporeal 

solidarity Merleau-Ponty describes in terms of the anonymous or pre-

personal bodily existence we share with others.  Broadly speaking, this is the 

intersubjective “flesh” from which we individuate and mature as selves who 

are still socially connected to others through reversibility and reciprocity.95  

This primordial order of the “flesh,” which is particularly evident in the 

relationship between the infant and its mother, rivals the primal order of 

alienation and domination.  

But it does not completely displace it.  Even in the shared “flesh” of their 

mother, as the anonymous bodies we will come to know as Esau and Jacob, 

the twin brothers struggle for power over one another (Genesis 25:22-26).96  

The same holds for subsequent interpretations of Esau and Jacob’s 

reconciliation.  Various rabbis in Genesis Rabbah 78:9 doubt the sincerity of 

 
93 See Etan Bloom, “Toward a Theory of the Modern Hebrew Handshake: The Conduct of Muscle Judaism,” in 
Benjamin Maria Baader, Sharon Gillerman, and Paul Lerner, eds., Jewish Masculinities: German Jews, Gender, 
and History (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2012), 160. 
94 Zali D. Gurevitch, “The Embrace: On the Element of Non-Distance in Human Relations,” The Sociological 
Quarterly 31.2 (1990), 194.  
95 See David Michael Levin, “Visions of Narcissism: Intersubjectivity and the Reversals of Reflection,”  
in M. C. Dillon, ed., Merleau-Ponty Vivant (Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 1991), 62-73.  
96 This tension between corporeal solidarity and domination is also evident in Jacob’s stay with his uncle Laban 
(Genesis 29:13-31:42).  Jacob’s initial meeting with Laban captures aspects of his fetal life, as well as his 
reconciliation with Esau.  Laban runs to meet Jacob, whom he embraces and kisses, declaring, “Surely you are 
my bone and my flesh!” (29:13-14)  This positive start is soon mired by their rivalry and open conflict.      
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Esau’s actions, saying that his kiss is actually a bite which is mitigated by 

Jacob’s rock-hard neck.  They no longer weep out of joy at their reunion, but 

out of pain: Esau for his teeth, and Jacob for his neck.97  The general 

rabbinical bias against Esau here is marked by the absence of any doubt 

about Joseph’s motives in two subsequent meetings, when he similarly falls 

on the neck and weeps with Benjamin and Jacob (Genesis 45:15; and 

46:29).98   

The promise of an open and vulnerable masculinity is once again threatened 

by one that is based on domination and alienation.  Esau cannot hold and be 

held by Jacob in an intimate moment of sincere reconciliation.  For, many of 

the rabbis have deemed this Esau untrustworthy, a hunter who “ensnare[s] 

people by their words” (Gen. Rab. 63:10).  But worse still, the rabbis claim 

that this Esau is not even a real man.  As a likely symbol of Rome—a city in 

which men are penetrated in homosexual sex—they depict Esau as one who 

is sexually penetrated like a woman (63:10).  As Michael Satlow points out, 

it is not Esau’s homosexual intercourse that is at issue, but rather, that by 

being penetrated, Esau-Edom is no longer a man fit to rule and dominate 

others.99      

A seemingly more positive image of Esau is found in the work of Patrick 

Arnold, an advocate for the Catholic men’s movement.100  He refers to Esau 

as an example of the Wildman archetype that “connects men affectively to 

God as they experience nature in all its sheer wildness.”101  Arnold presents 

this archetype and its application in male wilderness experiences as one of 

the means for men to reclaim a masculinity that is increasingly under threat 

 
97 For other rabbinical references, see LJews, 1:302-307.   
98 The parallels are noted by Hamilton, The Book of Genesis, 343.  For rabbinical interpretations of Joseph 
reuniting with Benjamin, see Genesis Rabbah 93:12. 
99 Michael L. Satlow, “‘They Abused Him like a Woman’: Homoeroticism, Gender Blurring, and the Rabbis in 
Late Antiquity,” Journal of the History of Sexuality 5.1 (1994), 15.  
100 Patrick M. Arnold, Wildmen, Warriors and Kings: Masculine Spirituality and the Bible (New York: Crossroad, 
1991), 139.  For an analysis of Arnold, see Gelfer, Numen, Old Men, 76-81. 
101 Arnold, Wildmen, Warriors and Kings, 124.  
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from “male-bashing” feminists and feminised men.102  Consequently, the 

reconciliation is of great benefit to Jacob who, as a “smooth and fearful 

‘momma’s boy,’” is your typical feminised man in need of becoming a real 

man.103  For Arnold, the “wild and hairy” Esau is the ideal “ally” to initiate 

Jacob into a “man of raw nature,” who is “unowned, unmanipulated, 

unbowed, unbeholden, undomesticated, unapologetic, and unashamed.”104   

So again, the reconciliatory embrace that radicalises the masculinity of Jacob 

and Esau, and masculinity in general, is shifted aside by masculinities that 

reclaim power over others.  With the rabbis, Esau’s embrace of Jacob 

remains a wrestling hold—or rather, the kind of clinch Mike Tyson used to 

bite Evander Holyfield’s ear.  And in Arnold’s case, Esau’s embrace is Jacob’s 

induction into the masculine fight against the threat of feminisation; a fight 

that conjures up the archetype of the Wildman, as well as the Warrior, with 

its links to the primeval male warrior who prizes and protects his women.105  

His Real Man Warrior may not hunt and fight like the warrior of old, but his 

new “fight,” and even talk of his “male vulnerability,” is still all geared 

towards being in the driving seat of gender relations.106  This gender 

essentialism and the male insecurity that surrounds it guarantees that 

domination continues to dominate intimacy.  

However, I want to move beyond the tidy split between combat and 

intimacy and consider whether or not the two are somehow connected.  

We’ve been discussing intimacy as an instrumental end to primal violence, 

as well as intimacy as its rival.  But I have mentioned that, although one may 

 
102 For Arnold’s explication of the Wildman archetype, see ibid., 121-33.  His assessment of the feminist threat 
to men, which he labels misandry, occurs on pages 51-81. 
103 Ibid., 125.  Gelfer notes that “Arnold fails to appreciate that the misandry of which he speaks is not a hatred 
of men, but a hatred of patriarchy and a particular way of being a man: he clearly cannot unpack a perception 
of patriarchy from masculinity.”  See Numen, Old Men, 79. 
104 Arnold, Wildmen, Warriors and Kings, 125, 123, 126. 
105 In one of Arnold’s other references to Jacob, he discusses his wrestling match in terms of “masculine 
agonistic prayer” with a God “who chooses those who take him seriously enough to fight back once in a while” 
(ibid., 154).  This discussion occurs under the Prophet archetype, which Arnold tells us is shaped by the Warrior 
archetype (47).   
106 Ibid., 29-50. 
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decentre the other, it never completely displaces it.  That, I think, leaves 

open the possibility that there is some overlap between the two.  So, given 

the close contact in combat sport, particularly in grappling, is intimacy part 

and parcel of fighting?  Continuing with Esau as Jacob’s opponent at the 

Jabbok, is the intimacy of their reconciliatory embrace already evident in 

their wrestling holds?  

Lawrence: Yeah, the close physical contact of BJJ is, for me, initially—it’s not so much 

now—but it was quite a surreal situation.  Especially where you’ve got men 

and women rolling together.  And you get over that very quickly because it’s 

just—you realise that it’s—everybody is just trying to get better at what they 

do.  And, you kind of become desensitised to the proximity of people to you, 

you know.  You’re lying on someone, and someone is lying on you.  And, you 

know, other people who don’t do it, will go, “Why would you want that to 

happen?”  Or they would feel uncomfortable by that.  But I think that in 

rolling, you truly get that sense of being smothered by someone or being in 

such close proximity that you, you know, in some instances, it’s almost an 

intimate situation.  In other circumstances, you would consider that quite an 

intimate situation. 

Jeffrey: There’s a couple of positions where, you know, in terms of genital placement 

and stuff, it’s—and I remember thinking, you know, gee, what happens if it’s 

my wife or another, you know, really good-looking woman?  How would I 

respond or would I get sexually excited?  If it was seen in a DVD in another 

context, it’s a very sexually trusting move.  And so, certainly for me—cos my 

wife started training at the same time as me—that, you know, I certainly 

went through that very simple, if you like, Kiwi bloke kind of thing of, okay 

am I keeping myself sexually safe?  And, am I being sexually appropriate for 

lack—by showing no sexuality? 

Mike: So, Lawrence, you mention that with its close proximity of bodies, BJJ has 

the appearance, or perhaps, feeling of intimacy.  It is almost an intimate 

situation.  Jeffrey, you make the potential for sexual intimacy much more 
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explicit.  Of course, this link between sexual intimacy and grappling is hardly 

unique to our sports.  In his historical survey of a broad range of sports, Allen 

Guttmann argues that “many men and women, from classical antiquity to 

modern times, have responded to sports as if they were inherently 

erotic.”107  Similarly, Jennifer Hargreaves and Eric Anderson have stated that 

“[i]t is not unexpected that the capacity for human beings to enjoy the 

sensuous nature of the moving body and to have erotic feelings is 

commonplace in sport.”108 

 A number of studies are more specific in their analyses of this link.  A few are 

worth mentioning.  After discussing an early psychoanalytical interpretation 

of rugby union with its Oedipal images of the maternal scrum and the ball as 

the father’s phallus, Alan Dundes presents his own psychoanalytical take on 

American football.109  He notes the multiple sexually suggestive terms, such 

as “tight end,” “touchdown,” “score,” “penetrate,” and being “on top,” and 

observes that “[a]nswering the question of who penetrates whom is a pretty 

standard means of testing masculinity cross-culturally.”110  This leads 

Dundes to conclude that American football is “a ritual combat between 

groups of males attempting to assert their masculinity by penetrating the 

endzones of their rivals.”111 

What interests me here is the obvious sexual power and power dynamics 

associated with the proximity and positioning of bodies.  Various writers 

have noted this for the male fighters of UFC, just as Dundes did for American 

football.  For Mark Simpson, the suggestively named positions and 

techniques of “full mount,” “ground and pound,” and “rear-naked choke,” 

and the fight for “top” position, make viewing MMA “gay porn for straight 

 
107 Allen Guttmann, The Erotic in Sports (New York: Columbia University Press, 1996), 11 (emphasis in original).  
See also, Pronger, The Arena of Masculinity.  
108 Jennifer Hargreaves and Eric Anderson, “Sport, Gender and Sexuality: Surveying the Field,” in Jennifer 
Hargreaves and Eric Anderson, eds., Routledge Handbook of Sport, Gender and Sexuality (London: Routledge, 
2014), 4. 
109 Alan Dundes, “Into the Endzone for a Touchdown: A Psychoanalytic Consideration of American Football,” 
Western Folklore 37.2 (1978), 79-88.     
110 Ibid., 82-87. 
111 Ibid., 87, 86.   
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men.”112  While Joe Hassert also notes associations with gay sexuality, he 

does not view it as porn but rather “every cruise gone wrong, every pass 

interfered, and the possibility for broken bones blamed on ‘gay panic.’”113  

This sexually charged interaction is nothing new to combat sport.  Referring 

to ancient Greece, Thomas Scanlon states that “[w]restling is, for obvious 

physiological reasons, the favoured metaphor for making love in the literary 

sources.”114  Some of this is detailed by John Zilcosky as he charts both the 

sexual metaphor and sexual practice in wrestling from Heracles to D. H. 

Lawrence.115  He refers to Heracles’s combative “hugging” to death of 

Antaeus, the pederasty in the ancient Greek wrestling schools, the 

association of rough—and even violent—sex with wrestling in the writings 

of Aristophanes, Beowulf, and D. H. Lawrence.  He also adds Gregory Wood’s 

observation that “wrestling is the heterosexually acceptable form of 

homosexual foreplay.”116  

A lot of the examples here are about the homoeroticism of wrestling.  That, 

of course, is not the full picture when it comes to eroticism in combat sport.  

Lawrence and Jeffrey, I know that you were both referring to the apparent 

or real intimacy when rolling with women.  Therefore, heteroeroticism 

needs to sit alongside the examples of homoeroticism.  However, for reasons 

discussed earlier, such as overemphasised gender differences, men typically 

do sport with other men and not women, so homoeroticism appears to be 

more relevant.  But that doesn’t make homoeroticism any more obvious.  

And according to Brian Pronger, this is because many men in sport adhere 

to an “orthodox” masculinity of sport that conceals the “homoerotic 

 
112 Mark Simpson, “This is the Face of the Gayest Sport in America,” Out 17.1 (2008), 54-56.   
113 Joe Hassert, “Brock Lesnar is Going Down: A Performative Critique of a So-called Ultimate Fighter,” 
Kaleidoscope: A Graduate Journal of Qualitative Communication Research 10 (2011), 98. 
114 Thomas F. Scanlon, Eros and Greek Athletics (Oxford: Oxford University Press,  2002), 216. 
115 Zilcosky, “Wrestling, or the Art of Disentangling Bodies,” 82-106. 
116 Ibid. 
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stimulation” of male bodies in contact with one another behind the 

masculine ideals of domination and violence.117 

Oliver: I don't have a problem with gay people, as long as they don't force anything 

upon me.  You can do whatever you want, but that's that.  When you walk 

into the gym, everything is left behind. If you bring that into the gym with 

you then you’re not there for the right reasons.  And, rolling, sparring, don't 

care.  Fighting, don't care. 

Cameron: Like, it's another non-issue for me.  Like, I'm secure enough in my own, you 

know, heterosexuality that, you know, I don't think that if I roll with a gay 

dude that he's trying to bum me.  Like, we’re training.  This isn't a fucken 

sexual, you know—like, when I'm rolling with girls, like sex is about the 

furthest thing from my mind.  Like, "But, please fucken don't hurt me." 

[Laughing]  

Kevin: Yeah, I mean, the only times that we are in proximity to another person 

generally in this way is sexual encounter.  Or the other exception to that 

would be play-fighting with kids or something like that.  And, I think it needs 

to be treated in the same—anyway, cos it's play.  Jiu-jitsu really is play. You 

know. And, you know, the other thing is, it gets complicated by people telling 

jokes.  “Ah, you know, I was with my partner and I put her inside my guard.”  

Or about female practitioners of the sport: “I’d love to be triangled by her.”  

All that sort of—well, you'd be asleep.  So great, well done.  All that sort of 

stuff which sexualises something which should be about play.  And, that's 

not saying that sex isn't playful, and has all those components.  And, there 

have been times when I have—you know, in the same way, you know, 

sexuality, you might choke when you're having a sexual encounter with 

somebody.  You might have a good sexual encounter or a bad sexual 

encounter.  There is play involved in both sides of things.  But at the same 

time, it's probably the closest you’ll get to someone when you're doing jiu-
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jitsu, aside from sexual activity.  And, I think that's what people find hard to 

separate or imagine or figure out.  The last thing on my mind is sex when I’m 

trying to avoid being choked or armbarred or [chuckling] something like that.  

Mike: Okay, so let me try to put all this together, and round off with some further 

thoughts about its significance for the wrestling in Jacob’s encounter.  From 

earlier comments, and what we are discussing here, we are all agreed on the 

importance of touch and the proximity of bodies when it comes to grappling.  

Some of us openly acknowledge the apparent or real intimacy that follows 

from this.  Although I have surveyed sexual intimacy and masculinity in 

grappling, and Jeffrey you have described what that means for you, we have 

not really pursued it in any depth.  However, all of us do agree that the 

purpose of grappling has nothing to do with promoting or engaging in sexual 

acts.   

 So, to clarify with a continuum.  On the one hand, grappling is touch-centred 

and about the proximity of bodies.  On the other hand, it is not about the 

expression of overt sexuality.  This, it seems to me, leaves open a large space 

for some kind of intimacy.  Now, I’m not arguing that the point of grappling 

is necessarily to develop intimacy between its practitioners.  For some, this 

may be the case, but I would think for others the point of grappling is rather 

different.  What I am arguing is that touch and the proximity of bodies makes 

some kind of intimacy inevitable.  In her survey of touch, Diane Ackerman 

tells us that it is the first sense to develop, more powerful than verbal or 

emotional contact, and its pleasurability accounts for the crucial bond 

between mother and infant.118       

As I have already mentioned, for Merleau-Ponty the relationship between 

mother and infant is part of the primal order of the “flesh.”  The intentions 

and desires that criss-cross their blurred boundaries incarnate an intimacy 

and intersubjective sociality in a “past which has never been a present” (PP 

 
118 Diane Ackerman, A Natural History of the Senses (New York: Vintage Books, 1990), 77-79. 
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282).  In other words, we have within us a sediment or a trace of a primordial 

sensory awareness from our earliest years, of the connection we have with 

the world and other bodies that structures our existence (see also PP 404-

405).  This is only a pre-personal and partial awareness at the time, and 

hence a past that is never fully experienced as a present.119  Already from 

this early stage, our awareness or perception is infused by an “erotic” or 

intimate “communion” with others and the world, that reflective thought 

has not yet split off into a discrete (conscious) subject and object (PP 180-

81, 373).  Elsewhere, Merleau-Ponty emphasises this erotic perception we 

have when we see a world in which we are situated and with which we are 

intertwined: 

…the relation between what I see and I who see is not one of 

immediate contradiction [as in Sartre’s pitting “the I who sees” 

as a “pure openness” [to the world] against “the what I see” as a 

“pure Being”]; the things attract my look, my gaze caresses the 

things, it espouses their contours and their reliefs, between it 

and them we catch sight of a complicity (VI 76).120 

So, we long to connect with a world that draws us into its fecundity, in an 

engagement that confuses both subject and object.  For Merleau-Ponty, 

each of us are socially and sexually imbricated with others and the world.  

The fundamental nature of our sociality means that “I can certainly turn 

away from the social world, but I cannot cease to be situated in relation to 

it” (PP 421).  The same is no less true of our sexuality.  Todd May points out 

that according to Merleau-Ponty, our “bodies … are inseparable from their 

 
119 See, David Michael Levin, “Tracework: Myself and Others in the Moral Phenomenology of Merleau-Ponty 
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that which it perceives.”  David Abram, The Spell of the Sensuous: Perception and Language in a More-Than-
Human World (New York: Vintage Books, 1996), 57.   
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sexuality,” and we are connected to others in “an aura of sexuality … which 

reaches down into … our primal opening to the world, that of perception.”121  

Our sexuality is part of an “affective totality,” in which the social and the 

sexual overlap, and are, in turn, connected to love.122  

From the earlier positive comments about friendship through combat sport, 

I am guessing there would be little objection to also describing this in terms 

of platonic love.  Perhaps you could call it a kind of tough love, which in 

grappling, is a paradoxical crossing over of trying to submit one another and 

also taking care of one another.  Do you think love is an appropriate 

description here? 

Cameron:  I would quite happily say that, you know, I do actually love some of the 

people I train with.  Because it’s a unique relationship to have with someone.  

And, yeah, you know, like—yeah, love might be slightly too far.  But I 

certainly care about the people I roll with.  I d—you know, I—nah, it is love.  

Nah, it is love.  Yeah, fuck that's a confronting question. [Laughing] 

Mike: It is confronting, Cameron.  Just as I think it is very confronting to talk about 

this love or intimacy as having an aspect of sexuality to it.  To go back to an 

earlier quote from J. Keeping, “[o]ur bodies predispose us to be walking 

beings, to be grasping beings, to be speaking beings and sexual beings.”123  

But as he makes clear, these “indeterminate” corporeal structures or 

instincts are open to a range of expressions.  In the case of our existence as 

sexual beings, this does not necessitate expression in sexual acts, which we 

agree would be inappropriate if we were grappling.  Equally though, I would 

struggle to see how the activity of grappling necessitates switching off our 
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sexual mode of being, any more than switching off our other modes of being 

that are fundamental to our existence as subject-bodies.   

If I am gay or straight or trans, then that is who I am when I am rolling with 

someone else.  But even this sounds rather fixed and self-contained when 

we recall Merleau-Ponty’s emphasis on the ambiguous dynamism and 

intertwining of our corporeal lives within the “flesh” of existence.  What’s 

more, despite his gender bias, he resists essentialised categories of sexuality, 

stating that “the visible body is subtended by a sexual schema, which is 

strictly individual” (PP 180, my emphasis).  So, what if the constantly 

changing nature of a roll facilitates the sexual being of each grappling body 

to also experience some kind of change?  Here I am thinking of the findings 

of J. Dutkiewicz and Dale Spencer on the attitudes of BJJ practitioners toward 

sexuality, given the seemingly intimate nature of their sport.  They report 

that: 

The near-continual touch and sensory (and sensual) proximity 

between participants’ bodies is not seen by BJJ practitioners as 

opening or constituting a space where gender roles, stigmas, or 

hetero-homosexual binaries are abandoned or flouted, nor even 

as one where normally socially impermissible forms of touch are 

celebrated for their permissibility.  Rather, it is that very 

transgression or transgressive potential that is denied.  It is not 

that it is forcefully rejected per se, but that the issue is generally 

seen not as one of subversion of heteronormative orthodoxy, 

but the expansion of the boundaries of acceptable aesthetics of 

masculine performance and forms of inter-heterosexual touch 

and proximity.124  

 
124 J. Dutkiewicz and D. C. Spencer, “‘It’s Only Gay if You Make Eye Contact’: The Regulation of Touch in 
Brazilian Jiu-jitsu,” in Andrew C. Sparkes, ed., Seeking the Senses in Physical Culture: Sensuous Scholarship in 
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So, this ambiguous gender space that is being denied or side-lined by many 

BJJ practitioners is in fact what really appeals to many of us about 

grappling—the embodied friendship and intimacy that emerges out of our 

shared histories of close bodily interaction.125  This has huge potential for 

unsettling or queering the gender and sexuality orthodoxies that empower 

the few.  And consequently, to return to one of your earlier phrases, 

Cameron, it allows us to fill in the rest of the painting of what it could mean 

to be a man, or a woman, or whatever you perceive your mode of being to 

be.  This queering is possible, because as Megan Burke shows, love as 

depicted by Merleau-Ponty is itself queer.126  It is so insofar as it is a “hollow 

of non-being” which is open to the unexpected and the possible, and 

therefore capable of disrupting norms and conventions.127 

I think we can see this queer love in Jacob’s wrestling encounter.  Also, I think 

what we see gives us some insights into the significance of wrestling as the 

form of interaction between Jacob and the man-God.  Here I am particularly 

interested in the “man” part of the man-God, where the man is interpreted 

as Esau.   

So, I want to go back to some earlier questions I raised around the link 

between combat and intimacy.  When is a wrestling hold an embrace, and 

an embrace a wrestling hold?  And, how much of an overlap is there between 

the two?  These questions are suggested by the phonetic similarities 

between the words for wrestle (ʾābaq) and embrace (ḥābaq) in the Hebrew 

text of Genesis 32, and the placement of these words in successive chapters 

detailing Jacob’s wrestling and his subsequent reconciliation with Esau.   

This is picked up in the reception history in rabbinical interpretation, 

specifically in the Targum Neofiti, and in Rashi’s commentary.  The Targum 

Neofiti tells us that “the angel Sariel wrestled with [Jacob] in the appearance 

 
125 On love as the “sedimented” history we share with a particular person, see May, “Merleau-Ponty on Love,” 
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of a man and he embraced him until the time the dawn arose.”128  Along 

with much of rabbinical interpretation, Rashi says that Jacob’s adversary is 

Esau’s guardian angel.129   He explains the meaning of their wrestling as an 

embrace in which there is an “intertwining” of “two people who make strong 

efforts to throw each other—one clasps the other and twines himself round 

him with his arms.”130  Both examples place the wrestling hold and the 

embrace together.  In Rashi’s case, in addition to a phonetic similarity, this 

is because of the physical similarity between such a hold and an embrace. 

At first sight, Rembrandt’s painting Jacob 

Wrestling with the Angel appears to replace 

the wrestling hold with an embrace. Simon 

Scharma describes the entangled figures as 

“less a struggle than an embrace,” as does 

Mieke Bal, who adds that it looks like 

“lovemaking rather than wrestling.”131  The 

expected aggression of combat has given 

way to a bearded Jacob who is half straddled 

and cradled by a tender-looking angel with a 

bared shoulder.  However, for Nicola Suthor 

this is only half of what is going on, inasmuch as the angel’s raised leg and 

left hand pushing on Jacob’s hip are wedging him in, and therefore 

threatening to tip him over.132  So, she correctly notes that the painting’s 

“lower half thematises the physical encounter, the upper half the struggle’s 

blessed end.”133  She sums up how the two halves work in the painting: 

By keeping the two motifs separate, Rembrandt succeeds in 

bringing both of the moments crucial to the narrative plot into a 

 
128 Targum Neofiti 1, trans. Martin McNamara, 158. 
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Fig. 2: Rembrandt, Jacob 

Wrestling the Angel, c. 1659 
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single coherent picture.  He channels and dissolves … the conflict 

informing the split image by means of the [painting’s] temporal 

unfolding … Rembrandt shifts the traditional pictorial concept of 

the wrestling match as embrace so that it dominates the upper 

half of the picture.  Our gaze is led upward from the locked 

bodies in the lower half.134 

Suthor does not just interpret the Jacob Wrestling painting according to 

Rembrandt’s combination of the combat and embrace motifs.  She also 

interprets it alongside Moses with the Tablets of the Law, which she says 

Rembrandt painted as a pair with Jacob Wrestling.135  Suthor identifies a 

number of similarities between them, including that both apparently are 

unfinished works.136  But what really interests me is her point about the 

“sensory surplus” that comes from viewing the two paintings together or 

“reciprocally,” in contrast to approaching each painting “sequentially 

according to the conventional biblical chronology.”137 

I want to take a similar approach, but unlike Rembrandt, I will continue my 

focus on Esau as Jacob’s adversary.  I will read this painting through the two 

stories of the brothers wrestling and the brothers reconciling.  Like Suthor, I 

will read the stories reciprocally and not strictly sequentially.  Read as such, 

I will bring the two stories into conversation with Suthor’s interpretation of 

Rembrandt’s Jacob Wrestling with the Angel, through the additional lens of 

Merleau-Ponty’s concept of “depth.”  I will also weave in some other Jacob 

wrestling examples along the way.  The aim throughout is to further explore 

the link between combat and intimacy, sex and gender, and the significance 

this has for the wrestling in Jacob’s encounter.   

 
134 Ibid., 152-53. 
135 Ibid., 149. 
136 Ibid., 135, 149. 
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Depth is a key concept in Merleau-Ponty’s understanding of perception and 

his philosophy of Being.138  It describes the interaction of embodied beings 

and the world in which they are situated.  Depth is manifest in the coherence 

and reversibility of apparent opposites, such as inside-outside, proximity-

distance, presence-absence, identity-difference, “visible-invisible, sensible-

ideal, present-past, [and] activity-passivity.”139  For example, in a brief 

comment about Rembrandt’s painting Nightwatch, Merleau-Ponty notes 

how it is the shadow on another man’s arm that plays with the light to create 

the depth of the captain’s leading hand.140  As Galen Johnson points out, it 

is in the in-between spaces of shadows and the like that Being is opened 

up.141  Anthony Steinbock does a good job of summarising all these different 

aspects of Merleau-Ponty’s concept of depth.      

Depth is a relation of antagonism: it holds things together while 

ensuring their integrity, their difference, without however 

resolving the openness and contingency of the antagonistic 

relationships.  Depth allows the emphasis of one thing to be 

perpetually threatened with eclipse by another, even to portend 

such eclipsing while it conceals; it is the tension of presence and 

absence, the strive of unity and plurality, the interplay of 

sameness and otherness, what Merleau-Ponty has called a 

dynamic identity, an identity-in-difference.142    

So, what does this have to do with the link between combat and embrace 

between Jacob and Esau, and in Rembrandt’s Jacob Wrestling painting?  Let 

me retrace my steps with Jacob and Esau before I try to go more deeply into 

Rembrandt’s painting.  When Esau and Jacob reconcile in an embrace, it is 
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shadowed by the wrestling hold of their previous combative encounter.    

Likewise, when Jacob wrestles with Esau, the hold is at least suggestive of 

the embrace.  The words for embrace (ḥābaq) and wrestling (ʾābaq) are 

similar, as is the physical interaction itself.  The link between the two is 

further suggested by Jacob’s association of Esau’s face with “seeing the face 

of God” in their reunion (Genesis 33:10), which echoes Jacob’s claim to have 

seen the face of God during his wrestling encounter (32:30).143 

Esau and Jacob’s embrace does not strictly follow the wrestling hold as a 

separate action.  That is because the wrestling hold is already charged with 

the intimacy of two bodies in close proximity.  Similarly, the holding and 

being held of the embrace also characterises wrestling.  Now, if we accept 

Plutarch’s definition of wrestling as “to trick,” and “to overthrow by deceit,” 

it could be argued that Jacob resorts to his old “wrestling” tricks again when 

he makes excuses for not journeying with Esau (vv. 12-17).144  Consequently, 

their moment of reconciliation has passed, and while they are not back to 

wrestling, the stirrings of the wrestling hold seem to have backgrounded the 

embrace.  

Now, for a closer look at Rembrandt’s Jacob Wrestling painting.  While Nicola 

Suthor is right about the coherence of the wrestling and the embrace, I think 

her emphasis on the separation of these two “motifs” as “bottom” and “top”  

effectively bifurcates the bodies of Jacob and the angel.  The resulting 

dualism privileges the “top” over the “bottom,” but in reality, things are 

much more complicated.  Suthor says that it is “[i]n [the] distance between 

the bodies,” which is in the top zone, that “a space is created for the peaceful 

resolution of the throes and struggles of the lower zone.”145  But the reason 

 
143 On Genesis 33:10 and the link between Jacob and Esau’s reconciliation and Jacob’s wrestling encounter 
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Esau, see Miles, God, 73-75.    
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cunning of sports.”  See Plutarch, Vol. 8: Morals 2.4. 638D, trans. Paul A. Clement and Herbert B. Hoffleit 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1969), 158-61.  On Jacob’s duplicity, while Hamilton argues that is 
no longer his former “cunning” self, he is “not above making false promises and offering misleading 
expectations to Esau.”  See Hamilton, The Book of Genesis, 347.   
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for this distance is the angel’s hand in the lower zone that pushes on Jacob’s 

hip, not the angel’s top hand that maintains or even possibly reduces the 

space.  Similarly, Suthor locates “sexual trespass” in the lower zone “where 

the bodies are wedged together,” and then wonders how the “peacefulness” 

in the top zone fits with that, despite also noting the eroticism of the angel’s 

bared shoulder in the top zone.146  Her follow-up question asks, “Is a paradox 

being formulated here, an ambivalent figuration of attraction and repulsion 

interpretable as representing the ‘battle of the sexes’?147             

Yes, it is a paradox, but not because of a separate “top” and “bottom,” or an 

embrace that is distinct from a wrestling hold.  The “attraction and 

repulsion” of this paradox is in the depths of the ambiguous dynamic within 

embrace and within a wrestling hold, and also in the interplay between the 

embrace and the wrestling hold.  The body of Rembrandt’s angel that pushes 

Jacob away is the same one that cradles him.  It is the whole body of Jacob 

and the whole body of the angel that is involved in an intercorporeal 

exchange of wrestling and embracing; at one moment, wrestling seeming to 

eclipse embracing, at another, embracing eclipses wrestling.  The depths of 

this encounter are interlaced with grasping beings, sexual beings, and 

communicative beings that enact a whole host of apparent opposites, such 

as inside-outside, proximity-distance, presence-absence, visible-invisible, 

present-past, activity-passivity, and identity-difference.  

Jacob’s encounter is indeed paradoxical and enigmatic.  Scholars typically 

focus on his mysterious adversary or the outcome of their fight as examples.  

But I think what is equally queer is their interaction itself.  It is a combative 

intimacy where wrestling hold and embrace overlap, each unsettling and 

refocusing the other.  In his poem Jacob and the Angel, Yehuda Amichai 
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intertwines fighting and making love in what can be read as a woman and a 

man having a one-night stand or a girl and a boy play-fighting.148   

Just before dawn she sighed and held him 

that way, and defeated him. 

And he held her that way, and defeated her, 

and both of them knew that a hold 

brings death. 

The overlapping of the two combatively intimate encounters is characterised 

by the apparent opposites I recently mentioned.  Each holds and is held, wins 

and loses, and is active and passive.  There are no differences in the actions 

and responses of the two figures; their difference is only in the pronouns 

that describe them.  Both give and receive in a dynamic of competition and 

co-operation as sexual beings and playful beings.  In the overlap of the 

wrestling hold and the embrace, both unsettle and re-envision one another.  

Defeat and the death hold outline a struggle that is contentious, erotic, and 

playful, all in one.   

Amichai highlights the ambiguity of a struggle that is both combative and 

intimate.  This is also the struggle of Jacob’s wrestling encounter, which we 

cannot but read differently after reading his poem and recalling its title.  

Alicia Ostriker’s description of Jacob’s wrestling encounter is much less 

allusive, but equally as ambiguous about its connection between aggression 

and intimacy.149  She describes Jacob and the man “chest to chest,” making 

“low moans,” and their slipping and sliding on each other’s sweaty, 

grounded bodies.150  Yet, for Ostriker it is not obvious what to call their 

encounter: 
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It is not like making love.  Unlike, unlike.  No orgasm, no release, 

no sperm.  It is not like an ordinary fight.  It is like being detained 

on an unknown charge by police in unfamiliar uniforms.151 

It is not sexual intimacy because, unlike Amichai’s “hold [that] brings death” 

(or la petite mort), there is no climax.  But against Merleau-Ponty’s 

individualised sexual schema, this is rather too prescriptive and conclusive.  

Even the double denials (“unlike, unlike”) cannot remove the strong erotic 

quality of Jacob’s wrestling encounter.152  Is this erotic intimacy that cannot 

be named the reason why Ostriker judges that this is no “ordinary” fight?  

No, for she says that the fight is like some Kafkaesque arrest.  But who does 

this apply to?  Jacob, whose wrestling encounter Ostriker proceeds to splice 

with his deception of his father Isaac?153  Or the man who is detained by 

Jacob until he is blessed by him?154   

Perhaps what really matters is not who, but what.  What I mean is that 

encounters like Jacob’s challenge us with the ways in which we use power 

to define ourselves and the others we interact with.  Jacob’s struggle with 

his same-but-different twin Esau at the liminal ford of the Jabbok, where he 

is challenged to be more than his Jacob-self, is a struggle that is always a 

possibility for change in the liminal spaces of grappling bodies in combat 

sport. 

Once again, thanks everyone.  I look forward to our upcoming final 

discussion.  
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Conclusion 

Well, it is that time again to process a lot of the ideas from another lively discussion.  A number 

of responses focused on the gender differences between men and women in combat sport.  

The most common is the strength advantage men have over women.  Other differences 

gleaned from studies, although not as consistently affirmed in the discussion responses, is the 

association of men with striking and associated preferences for distance and vision.  The fact 

that there were differing opinions about these gender differences indicates that they are not 

as great as some would argue.   

What have we learned that helps us answer the key questions of this study?  What is the 

significance of Jacob and the man-God’s wrestling for their gendered and sexual bodies?  How 

does wrestling enact and enrich this aspect of their embodiment?  Many of the gender 

differences are exhibited through the interaction of combat sport.  Through their wrestling, 

both Jacob and the man-God shift from an anonymous corporeal existence to an increasingly 

gendered self-awareness.  This is a self-awareness that occurs through an awareness of each 

other.  But there is also a sense in which this awareness that emerges through the bodily 

contact of wrestling also problematises gender.  This is evident in the masculine unease that 

occurs if there is suddenly a realisation of the intimacy that comes with such close contact.  

Perhaps this is what is behind the strike: whether it is the exposed man-God delivering it or a 

confused Jacob.   

Having evoked an awareness of gendered difference, wrestling problematises this by 

highlighting its fluidity.  Or perhaps we should say that in problematising it, it enhances it.  A 

dynamic reading of Jacob’s encounter through a hierarchy of masculine sight over feminine 

touch classifies both Jacob and the man-God, at different moments, as both masculine and 

feminine wrestlers.   

And, with Esau as Jacob’s adversary, both brothers’ wrestling and embracing illustrate the 

way in which combat is always in some sense intimate, as intimacy is combative.  This gives 

us a window into other parts of Jacob’s story, starting with his struggle in the womb.  At any 

point, Jacob or Esau need not be only a warrior or a nurturer, when the criss-crossing of 

combat and intimacy mean that one always has something of the other.  This dynamic which 
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wrestling embodies—fruitfully as well as problematically—is what Merleau-Ponty calls 

“depth,” and includes those non-coinciding “reversibles” of self and other, masculine and 

feminine, instrumental and connected, distance and proximity, and combat and intimacy. 

In the next chapter, I will continue to find answers to the key questions by examining the 

intersection of violence and our combat sport encounters, along with Jacob and the man-

God’s.  
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Chapter 7: Final Main Fight: Playful Violence  

Introduction 

We are now a few minutes into the final main fight, and it is already delivering on all the 

anticipation.  There has been little feeling out between the fighters—they have traded some 

solid strikes, and the only takedown has resulted in the ground and pound that is taking place.  

A number of the supporters of the grounded fighter are yelling for him to “get up.”  Those 

behind the top fighter are cheering and yelling for him to “smash” and “kill” his opponent. 

As much as I enjoy the raw force and technical proficiency of MMA, I have never found it easy 

to watch one fighter grounding and pounding another fighter.  I wonder how the others feel 

about it.  In this chapter, I will discuss this under the umbrella of the violence of combat sport.  

I will develop earlier references to this violence from my previous discussions about the body 

(chapter 5) and gender and sex (chapter 6) with a view to better understanding the nature 

and importance of Jacob’s combative encounter.  But I also want to look at the possibility that 

much of combat sport, and therefore, Jacob’s encounter is actually closer to play-fighting than 

violence.   

Given what we will uncover about the experience of combat sport—particularly its real and 

apparent violence—what does the combative interaction add to Jacob’s encounter with the 

man-God?  Similarly, how is this combative interaction problematic to their encounter?  And, 

how does their wrestling interaction shape the larger story of Jacob?   

Real Fighting or Combat Game? 

Participant Violence 

Mike: The MMA cage, with its confinement of two embodied creatures, and given 

the objectives of the sport, seems like an ideal environment for the 

production of violence.  This is probably no more visible than in one fighter 

grounding and pounding on a downed opponent.  However, I have never 

fought in a cage, so there is a lot that I have never experienced and 

therefore, a lot that I do not understand.  Perhaps those of you who have 
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fought, could give us your thoughts about where you see violence when you 

are in the cage doing your thing.   

Greg: It’s all down to the mindset.  So, you know—and this is always a tough one 

to explain to people that aren’t martial artists or aren’t fighters or whatever.  

When I get in the cage, I’m not going in there because I want to hurt the guy. 

Mike: Okay, Greg, so if it is not to hurt your opponent, what is your aim?  I mean, 

it is clearly nothing like play-fighting, right?  

Greg: I’m going in there.  He’s trained a certain set of skills; I’ve trained a certain 

set of skills.  We’re gonna do sport.  We’re gonna fight.  If he hits me, I'm not 

gonna feel like this guy is personally attacking me.  And my hope would be 

that, him being a martial artist himself, [he] is feeling the same way.  That 

otherwise he wouldn't be in there if he felt like, you know—it's not like, 

you’re getting some dude off the street and locking him in the cage with a 

trained fighter who’s going in to destroy someone.  

Mike: So, Greg, there is quite a difference between the experiences of non-fighters 

(spectators, the disinterested, or those opposed) and fighters themselves.  I 

have already mentioned my initial misgivings of the violence of ground and 

pound as a spectator.  Whereas you describe MMA quite differently, from 

“the inside,” as a dynamic exchange of specific skills.  The difference 

between fighter and spectator is like that between lived experience and 

reflection—walking the terrain to abstract geography.1 

 Your mention of comparative skills and training is what makes the events in 

the cage a sport and not an assault.  That, and the mutual giving of consent 

to fight each other.  The commitment to train and the skill level is what 

makes the consent valid.  As you say, you are not forcing some random 

person to fight against a trained fighter.   

 
1 See Loïc Wacquant, “The Pugilistic Point of View: How Boxers Think and Feel about Their Trade,” Theory and 
Society 24.4 (1995), 489-535. 
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Even though some of the physical exchanges may be rough and even appear 

violent to a spectator, they are accepted by both play-fighters because there 

is no intent to harm unduly.  The meaning of the actions is determined by 

the context of the activity, which in turn influences the intentions behind 

those actions.  Janet O’Shea talks about how a punch in sparring means 

something very different to one outside the gym.2  For example, in sparring 

it means “I have bested you” to a respected partner, whereas on the street, 

it means “I will silence you” for an aggravating or threatening person.3   

So, the punch and its meaning in the gym is something that is accepted as 

part of sparring, and therefore consented to.  You indicate that this is no 

different in the cage.  The intensity behind the punch will likely be greater, 

but the focus will still be on demonstrating better combat skills than your 

opponent, within the rules consented to.  And this is what is missing when 

the man-God strikes Jacob in the midst of play-fighting, and why it is no 

longer play-fighting, but assault. 

Getting back to your intention not to hurt your opponent, I assume from 

your remark about not taking your opponent’s attacks personally, that you 

mean it is not your intention to hurt your opponent any more than is 

necessary to win the fight.   

Corey: It’s the same thing with MMA, if you want to punch people and hurt people 

then it’s a bad thing.  And, like, very few people—sometimes they say they 

get pumped up with adrenaline.  But most guys I know don’t walk out going 

“I want to hurt my opponent.”  They walk out there going “I want to win as 

effectively and quickly as possible.  And to do that, if I need to, string 

combinations that punch, bleed, cut and hurt my opponent—then so be it.”  

But you’re not forcing yourself upon another person.  You have agreed to do 

that.   

 
2 Janet O’Shea, Risk, Failure, Play: What Dance Reveals about Martial Arts Training (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2019), 26-30. 
3 Ibid., 29-30. 
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Rick: I think it’s just the respect for each other.  And I think it’s more your similar 

goal, which is not to hurt each other, but to improve oneself.  That’s the 

irony of everything because essentially it is violence.  But, like I said before, 

the intention of everyone that’s doing it is not to hurt each other, although 

that is the main intention of the sport.   

Mike: Rick, the way you put it, presents us with a really interesting tension.  On the 

one hand, there is the practitioner’s personal intention not to hurt the other 

person.  But on the other hand, the sport she is doing is structured with its 

own general aim or intention, and that is to hurt each other.  The sport adds 

an institutional dimension, and is effectively the collective intentions of the 

fighters, the spectators, and various others, like coaches, promoters, and 

sponsors.  Even if it is possible for an individual participant’s intention to be 

about not hurting the other person, this intention is located in the midst of 

many other interacting intentions. 

 And these intentions are inevitably violent because they arise out of our 

embodied, intersubjective experience.  Arthur Frank says that “[t]o live as a 

body is to usurp.  Bodies impose upon other bodies as soon as we eat and 

breathe, but most dramatically in war, when bodies kill each other.”4  In one 

of his earlier political writings, Humanism and Terror, where he advocates 

for a Marxist humanism over liberalism, Merleau-Ponty emphasises the 

inevitability of violence.  He says that, “We do not have a choice between 

purity and violence but between different kinds of violence.  Inasmuch as we 

are incarnate beings, violence is our lot” (HT 108).5 

Simply stated,  this is the problem of the body.  We may have some wiggle 

room within the sport, as you imply Corey, but in the end, we are only talking 

about lesser violence, not its elimination.  Both Jacob and the man-God may 

 
4 Arthur W. Frank, “Conclusion: The Varieties of My Body: Pain, Ethics and Illusio,” in Bryan S. Turner, ed., The 
Routledge Handbook of Body Studies (London: Routledge, 2012), 391. 
5 For helpful background and discussion of this passage see M. C. Dillon, “Reversibility and Ethics: The Question 
of Violence,” in M. C. Dillon, The Ontology of Becoming and the Particularity of Ethics, ed. Lawrence Hass 
(Athens, OH: Ohio University Press, 2012), 140-42. 
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be respectful toward each other, and hold honourable intentions, but they 

will still hurt each other because they are there to fight, not to dance.   

This means that something like the “divine aikido” that Gregory Boyd talks 

about may be possible, but extremely difficult to pull off.6  He explains that 

divine aikido is where God evades evil force, such as violence, by skilfully 

redirecting it against its perpetrators, rather than resisting it directly.7  The 

goal is to stop the cycle of violence for both the evader and for the 

perpetrator, whose force is “neutralised,” and who is also given the 

opportunity “to enlighten them regarding the evil in their heart that fuelled 

their aggression.”8  This martial pacifism provides a middle ground between 

the seemingly passive absorption of violence and that of resistance followed 

by further violence .9 

The appeal of this approach is that it seems both moral and practical.  But 

while it is definitely moral, I do not think it works that well.  Now, I am not 

saying that it does not work at all.  Barry Allen states that: “It is not easy to 

do and takes years of training, but it is possible to eliminate strikes and rely 

on nothing except how an opponent tries to attack.”10  But even after 

conceding the difficulty and the many years this requires, Allen is forced to 

make yet another concession, which allows for the very strikes that aikido 

disavows.  “In a pinch, one may have to settle for a parry, punch, and kick, 

but that only means one has further to go in the martial arts, which are 

endless anyway.”11 

Rick: You know the saying the best defence [chuckles] is a good offence … how 

would you defend yourself in a real-life situation if someone’s constantly 

 
6 Gregory A. Boyd, Crucifixion of the Warrior God: Interpreting the Old Testament’s Violent Portraits in Light of 
the Cross, vol. 2 (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2017), 767-804.  
7 Ibid., 767-68. 
8 Ibid., 768. 
9 See Barry Allen, Striking Beauty: A Philosophical Look at the Asian Martial Arts (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 2015), 196. 
10 Ibid. 
11 Ibid., 197.  As a side note, while many styles of aikido are defensive and therefore martially pacifistic, there 
are some that include strikes.    See William J. Long, “Aikidô,” in Martial Arts of the World, 12-16.   
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attacking you and all you do is defend?  Like, that’s not—you are defending, 

but not—you’re not completely defending.  Like, if defence isn’t complete 

without stopping the attack.  It’s either you run or you stop it.  So, if given 

the choice of you have to stop it, how are you going to stop it with a defence?  

Like even with Brazilian jiu-jitsu, you can escape something.  But even 

essentially holding them down is pretty much an attack, right. 

Mike: That’s right, Rick.  If all you are doing is evading attacks, this only prolongs 

the threat.  Nevertheless, I think aikido also has some control techniques.  

Like any martial art or combat sport, aikido has its strengths and 

weaknesses.  And these will obviously vary according to the criteria used.  

Practitioners who value dynamic situations with full-contact and 

unrehearsed exchanges may well fault aikido for being unrealistic.  In his 

study of aikido, Drew Foster mentions an instructor who acknowledges that 

a wrist escape he demonstrates works well because the attacker’s arm stays 

in sync with his own.12  MMA works well in the cage according to a specific 

rule set, but that efficacy does not automatically translate to the street.  

 In the cage, the options are different.  They are not “run or stop it,” as you 

describe real-life violent situations, Rick.  When Jacob enters the cage, he is 

expected to fight the man-God.  He cannot run, as he has in the past, fleeing 

from Esau, and then Laban.  He can move about, be evasive, and dart from 

one side to the other, but he cannot run—at least, not very far—in this 

confined space.  Nor is he there to stop violence so much as use his combat 

skills to deliver the more effective “I bested you” over the man-God. 

 This is not an ideal environment for aikido.            

Logan: If you see someone like Demian Maia, he is trying to prove a point that you 

can be kind of lethal without hurting your opponent.  Which is the roots of 

jiu-jitsu.  I’m not saying BJJ, I’m saying jiu-jitsu. 

 
12 Drew Foster, “Fighters who Don’t Fight: The Case of Aikido and Somatic Metaphorism,” QS 38.2 (2015), 173. 
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Mike: Maia is an interesting figure in the UFC.  He is a very skilled practitioner of 

BJJ which, like aikido, has roots in jiu-jitsu through judo.13  However, BJJ’s 

greater focus on live rolling differs from aikido’s “co-operative practice.”  

Anyway, Maia is, as you point out, well-known for trying to avoid hurting his 

opponent with ground and pound, opting instead for submissions.  He has 

said: “In this martial art we love so much, we look to tap our opponent out, 

not hurt him with strikes.”14  Despite this, he too employs striking techniques 

in the cage, showing just how difficult it is to avoid using them. 

 What might this kind of concern for the other look like in Jacob’s MMA-style 

encounter?  To consider that, I want to focus on Esau as his opponent and 

draw on a rabbinic interpretation of Jacob’s fear of the impending arrival of 

his brother (Genesis 32:7): 

 R. Judah b. R. Ilai said: Are not fear and distress identical?  The 

meaning, however, is that HE WAS AFRAID lest he should be 

slain, AND WAS DISTRESSED lest he should slay.  For he thought: 

If he prevails against me, will he not slay me; while if I am 

stronger than he, will I not slay him?  That is the meaning of HE 

WAS AFRAID—lest he should be slain; AND WAS DISTRESSED—

lest he should slay. 

 To put this into the context of Jacob’s MMA bout with Esau, Jacob is very 

anxious about fighting his brother: he is afraid lest he should be hurt, and he 

is distressed lest he should hurt him.  If his brother gets the better of him, 

will he hurt Jacob?  Or if it is Jacob who gets the better of Esau, will he hurt 

his brother? 

 
13 For the influence of Kodokan judo on the formation of Brazilian jiu-jitsu, see José Cairus, “The Gracie Clan 
and the Making of Brazilian Jiu-jitsu: National Identity, Culture and Performance, 1905-2003,” PhD thesis, York 
University, 2012, 44-59. 
14 BJJEE, “Demian Maia Explains Why He’s Only Been Hit 13 Times in Last 4 UFC Fights,” Eastern Europe BJJ, 30 
August 2016, https://www.bjjee.com/featured/demian-maia-explains-why-hes-only-been-hit-13-times-in-last-
4-ufc-fights/. 

https://www.bjjee.com/featured/demian-maia-explains-why-hes-only-been-hit-13-times-in-last-4-ufc-fights/
https://www.bjjee.com/featured/demian-maia-explains-why-hes-only-been-hit-13-times-in-last-4-ufc-fights/
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 Now, let me weave this predicament into the cage.  It is the fourth round of 

the final in the coveted Sparta MMA tournament in Gavin O’Connor’s film 

Warrior.15  It has come down to the two estranged brothers Tommy Riordan 

(Tom Hardy) and Brendan Conlon (Joel Edgarton)—one, an ex-marine, and 

the other, a high school physics teacher.  This is a film that critic A. O. Scott 

has compared to the story of Jacob and Esau.16  O’Connor himself has 

described it as a story of violent redemption, where one brother “needs to 

die at the hands of his brother so that he can be reborn again, become a 

believer again.”17 

 Both brothers have been torn apart from each other by their alcoholic father 

Paddy (Nick Nolte).  He is now sober, training Tommy, and listening to Moby-

Dick on audio tape.  As a skilled soldier, Tommy is like the hunter Esau, 

whereas Brendan, like the homely Jacob living in tents, is a family man who 

teaches in the suburbs.  To some extent, Paddy is to Tommy what Isaac is to 

Esau, as is evident in Brendan’s rebuke of his father:   

Brendan:  You know, part of the reason I stuck around was 

cos I thought I’d finally get you all to myself.  But 

you didn’t have any interest in training me.  

Tommy was the one. 

Paddy:  Ah, Brendan.  I was a drunk.  I mean, you know.  

I’m sorry. 

 
15 Warrior, directed by Gavin O’Connor (2011; Santa Monica: Lionsgate), DVD.  It features a number of people 
with ties to MMA, such as author and fighter Sam Sheridan, Olympic and entertainment wrestler Kurt Angle, 
UFC referee Josh Rosenthal, and MMA fighters Anthony Johnson, Nate Marquardt, Eric Apple, Roan Carneiro, 
Hans Marrero, Yves Edwards, Stephan Bonnar, and Rashad Evans.   
16 A. O. Scott, “A Tale of Jacob, Esau and Muscles,” The New York Times, 8 September 2011, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2011/09/09/movies/warrior-directed-by-gavin-oconnor-review.html.  Also noted 
by Jungian analyst Arlene Diane Landau, “Film Review: Warrior,” Psychological Perspectives 55 (2012), 498.   
17 Matthew Lickona, “Warrior’s Faith,” First Things, 13 September 2011, https://www.firstthings.com/web-
exclusives/2011/09/warriors-faith.  

https://www.nytimes.com/2011/09/09/movies/warrior-directed-by-gavin-oconnor-review.html
https://www.firstthings.com/web-exclusives/2011/09/warriors-faith
https://www.firstthings.com/web-exclusives/2011/09/warriors-faith
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Brendan:  Forget it.  You were always a front runner.  You 

never had any interest in underdogs.  But I was 

your son. 

Paddy:  You are my son. 

Brendan:    Am I? 

By the fourth round of their fight, the brothers’ fates have drastically 

changed, with Brendan-Jacob—who has largely been on the receiving end of 

vicious ground and pound—breaking Tommy’s-Esau’s arm late in the third 

with a shoulder lock, that he refused to tap to.  Tommy-Esau is in shock, and 

Brendan-Jacob is reluctant to continue against his injured brother.  When 

the round starts, Brendan-Jacob pleads with Tommy-Esau—who is now 

reduced to swinging wildly with one arm—to stop.  Brendan-Jacob HAS BEEN 

AFRAID of getting hurt, and is still cautious.  He is also DISTRESSED, not 

because he is in a dominant position per se, but because that means he can 

now further hurt his brother.  

What can he do?  What can anyone do in the cage, faced with so few 

options?  Brendan-Jacob pushes Tommy-Esau up against the cage and 

unleashes on him.  It is now the end of the fourth.  Brendan-Jacob looks out 

of the cage and sees his father in the crowd.  Tommy-Esau is crying against 

the cage.  Round five has started, and he has come out pawing with his one 

good arm.  Everything slows down for a moment, and Brendan-Jacob drops 

his hands and shakes his head.  He WAS AFRAID and now he is DISTRESSED.  

What do you do?  

Are we always fated by our bodies to just be violating or violated?  In 

February 2021 UFC bantamweight Cory Sandhagen knocked out Frankie 

Edgar with a swift flying knee.  When asked to watch the replay and 
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comment, he said: “I don’t want to watch that happen to him, but better 

him than me.  That’s the game.”18   

Corey: There’s no difference to if you are on a rugby field, and someone wants to 

nail a big hit.  And I bet every rugby player out there loves it when they smash 

a big tackle, and just thump some dude down, and the crowd goes, 

“Ewwww!”  Now, if that person gets up and they’re okay, everything is great.  

But if that person’s injured, the person who tackles them probably feels 

really shit, and like, “Ah, I really didn’t want to hurt you.” 

Mike: I am sure some people would just argue that all of this is totally avoidable.  

No tackle, no regret.  Actually, no rugby, no tackle, no regret.  And ditto for 

MMA.  For it is just too difficult for rugby players to execute tackles with just 

the right amount of force to stop the opposing player without injuring them.  

And the same goes for MMA.  How can you say, as an MMA fighter, that you 

only go into the cage to hurt your opponent—and this is just a given of the 

sport—and not to injure him?  In a sport of so much movement and multiple 

variables, how can control the hurt so that it does not become injury?     

Luke: When I used to fight, I’d know if I could smash somebody.  And it’s funny, 

cos I’m not an emotional fighter, and I can see I can smash somebody, so I 

won’t.  I don’t want to keep smashing them.  And you’ll see fighters 

sometimes tell referees to—but it’s not their job.   

It’s not a fighter’s job to look after the other guy.  It’s my job to fight.  It’s his 

job to look after him.  If he’s not good enough, then he shouldn’t be there.  

But it’s not my job to not do my job.  Cos ultimately, if I beat you and I’m 

smashing you for ten seconds, the ref’s gonna stop it.  He has no option.  By 

not doing my job, I let you have a bit more encouragement, so you’re gonna 

get hit more.  Cos you feel like you’re doing better than you are. 

 
18 Damon Martin, “UFC Vegas 18 Video: Cory Sandhagen Knocks Out Frankie Edgar with Spectacular Flying 
Knee in Just 28 Seconds,” MMA Fighting, 6 February 2021, 
https://www.mmafighting.com/2021/2/6/22270736/ufc-vegas-18-video-cory-sandhagen-knocks-out-frankie-
edgar-flying-knee-in-just-28-seconds.   

https://www.mmafighting.com/2021/2/6/22270736/ufc-vegas-18-video-cory-sandhagen-knocks-out-frankie-edgar-flying-knee-in-just-28-seconds
https://www.mmafighting.com/2021/2/6/22270736/ufc-vegas-18-video-cory-sandhagen-knocks-out-frankie-edgar-flying-knee-in-just-28-seconds
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Mike: I gather that your view, Luke, comes out of your experience as a fighter, 

coach, and referee.  After making the same judgement as you on the 

respective roles of fighters and referees, O’Shea has this to say: “A 

competition fight displaces concern for physical well-being from the 

individual to the structure of the game.  Along the way, a competition fighter 

is expected to bracket their own vulnerability and that of others.”19  Again, 

as just discussed, this will be something consented to by both fighters. 

 Of course, a referee is absent from the biblical account of Jacob’s fight, and 

largely absent from its reception history.  Those who interpret Jacob’s 

opponent as a man, an angel, or a river-spirit, can always say that the fight 

takes place under the keen eye of the Invisible Referee.  If Jacob’s opponent 

is God, it is possible, although essentially negates a sport MMA reading, 

because it just does not work if God is both fighter and referee.  The closest 

we do get to a referee occurs in Louis Ginzberg’s description of early rabbinic 

interpretations.  Here the archangel Michael is about to injure Jacob, when 

God and the angels show up.  However, this does not stop Michael from 

executing the injury and getting the equivalent of penalty points from God.20  

Greg: You’re going in there with this intention to compete.  To test your skills.  I 

expect to get hit.  I expect to get hurt.  But it's my job to try and make that 

not happen, I guess, in a sense.  So, I don't have—I don't know how to explain 

it—I don't have that feeling when we get in there of “this guy’s trying to hurt 

me.”  It's not like that.  It’s just like “In, shake, touch gloves, boom, let's do 

it.” 

Mike: Okay, so your focus is on the display of skills, allowing for the consequence 

of pain.  Surprisingly, most of your attention is on you experiencing the hurt, 

rather than you doing the hurting.  This is surprising because it seems to be 

the reverse of Sixt Wetzler’s observation about violence.  He states that: “In 

acts of violence, humans desire to be only Körper [the body that violates], 

 
19 O’Shea, Risk, Failure, Play, 76. 
20 LJews, 1:299. 
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with no Leib [the body that is violated] at all, and to stand only at the 

inflicting—never the receiving—end of pain.”21   

 This takes us back to the consensual nature of combat in the cage and the 

way that this defines whether or not it counts as violence.  When you 

consent, both you and your opponent agree to enter into combat knowing 

that there is a very high likelihood that you will both hit and get hit.  For no 

matter how well trained a fighter is, contesting an equally well trained 

fighter means that he will get hit.  Each time a fighter strikes his opponent 

he opens himself up to a counter-strike.22  As O’Shea points out: “Sport 

fighting indicates that aggression and vulnerability accompany each other 

rather than counterposing one another.”23   

Both competitors must risk as much as they stand to gain.  In the cage, one 

participant cannot claim an “asymmetric advantage” of supernatural 

annihilation or the warfare equivalent of remotely operated drones, where 

you can safely harm from a distance.24  This risk-gain equation is facilitated 

by the limitations of prescribed unarmed techniques, which make possible 

both courage and fear, determination and doubt, control and risk, and 

success and failure.  Jean-Louis Chrétien evokes these contrasting qualities 

in his admiration for Jacob’s tenacity against a much greater adversary—an 

admiration that puts into sharp relief the aggression and vulnerability that 

are part of the drama of competitive combat sport.25  

Luke: I believe this story [Jacob’s encounter] is God gives everybody the ability to 

be the best person they are.  Any challenge that you have, you already have 

it inside you to overcome that.  You just don’t know how to fucking do it, cos 

 
21 Sixt Wetzler, “Martial Arts as a Coping Strategy for Violence,” in Paul Bowman, ed., The Martial Arts Studies 
Reader (London: Rowman & Littlefield, 2018), 126. 
22 O’Shea, Risk, Failure, Play, 80. 
23 Ibid., 81. 
24 On the “asymmetric advantage” of technological warfare, see Nicholas Grossman, Drones and Terrorism: 
Asymmetric Warfare and the Challenge to Global Security (London: I. B. Tauris & Co. Ltd, 2018).  
25 See Chrétien, Hand to Hand, 1. 
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until you’ve accessed challenges and you’ve overcome challenges, you don’t 

know that you can.  So, you have to—and that’s what a leap of faith is. 

 In an MMA situation and the angel, right, your Jacob is fighting in the cage, 

not knowing he can win.  But he still has to fight.  And he still has to overcome 

that challenge by not giving in.  By not—and you can’t grow without 

challenges.  MMA is about fucken putting yourself in places that you don’t 

know.  That story to me and MMA relates to an insurmountable challenge.  

How could a man beat an angel?  He shouldn’t be able to.  Why would God 

make that challenge?  Cos if God does it just for his own pleasure, then God 

is not God.  He’s a narcissistic wanker … But it’s not a challenge if you knew 

you could beat the angel, is it?  It’s no worth at all, if you knew you could 

beat somebody.  That’s why the bully’s no good. 

Mike: Can you tell me more about the bully, Luke?  What is wrong with the bully 

compared to the MMA participant who takes on the uncertain challenge? 

Luke: I hate the guy who beats everybody and never takes himself to another level.  

He’s a bully.  That’s what disgusts me about some of the Brazilian clubs in 

that they hold people back in grades so that they can win.  If you’re a blue 

belt, you win the competition.  But really, you’re good enough to be a purple 

or a brown [belt].  Have you won anything?  Your club looks like it’s a great 

club cos you won.  But it’s wank.  You’re a wanker.  Your instructor’s a 

wanker.  Your club are wankers.  It means nothing to beat people you can 

beat.  And ultimately, what have you got. 

 Remember what I said about those three things.  You change, you be a cunt, 

or you leave [kill yourself].  Which category are they in?  The club that keeps 

people back so they win competitions?  What does that say about the 

instructor?  What does that say about the club?  Not the sport.  The club.  

Toa: I do know guys who do try to bully in the gym get a hiding.  Guys that come 

with a bully mentality to the gym don’t last long.  And that’s how we weed 

out—I feel that’s the filter.  That’s the real filter from actual, proper MMA 
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trainers or MMA practitioners, or any kind of martial arts practitioner, in my 

experience, is that if you’re gonna be a dick, if you’re gonna be a bully, you’re 

gonna get a hiding.  But if you go there to learn, you’re gonna get a 

walloping.  But it’s not vindictive.  It’s not, I mean, “I need to prove who’s 

the big man.” 

Mike: So, the bully is the one who wins with the least amount of self-risk.  Such a 

person turns the other person into an object that must be broken down to 

further his quest for victory and dominance.  But this objectifying of the 

other is also an objectifying of the self.  For by closing off his own 

vulnerability to exploit that of the other, he begins to lose a key aspect of his 

own embodied humanity.   

This kind of vulnerability needs the other for the nurturing challenge that 

leads to personal growth.  I take it from you, Luke and Toa, that this growth 

is uncomfortable and the nurturing challenge is painful.  Being open to 

learning, to becoming a better person, can mean taking a walloping or facing 

an angel that seems unbeatable.  A lot of the talk about violence in combat 

sport focuses on its execution against each other—the capitalising on each 

other’s vulnerabilities.  But as you mention, and Greg as well, a full 

understanding of this issue has to take seriously what Kyle Green notes is 

the other side of the MMA body that hurts.  And that is not just what a body 

can do, but also “what a body can seek to have done to it.”26  

Tyrone:  Sometimes—what’s the saying?  Sometimes you’re the window wiper—

sometimes you’re the windscreen, sometimes you’re the bug. 

Mike: So, sometimes you are the combat body that strikes, and sometimes the 

combat body that is struck.  Is that what you mean? 

Tyrone: You get into a flow, and it is—well, I guess kind of what people might call a 

religious experience.  Almost that sort of thing.  But I’ve never had a religious 

 
26 Kyle Green, “It Hurts So It is Real: Sensing the Seduction of Mixed Martial Arts,” Social & Cultural Geography 
12.4 (2011), 379. 
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experience, so I wouldn’t be able to tell you [laughing].  Like, the whole flow 

thing is—you have good rhythm.  You’re getting good.  You’re not getting 

hit.  You’re hurting them … the first few times I sparred, I found I had a good 

one, then a bad one, a good one, then a bad one.  When I have a good one, 

I go real high.  Real good feeling and that.  Bad one, you’re like, oh, that was 

shit, you know.  Oh, my god.  I’ve gotta fix that.  That was terrible.  What am 

I—and I spoke to a few fighters, and they said, “You just can’t think too much 

about it, man.  All you can put it down to is you have your good days, and 

you have your bad days.” 

Mike: So, those are the failures and achievements, and the vulnerabilities and 

strengths that each of us experience in interaction with one another, right.  

And there is a kind of strength that comes from sharing our vulnerabilities 

with one another. 

Lawrence: I think it [Jacob’s encounter] embodies the struggle.  It embodies a person’s 

struggle with something.  And it could be anything.  It doesn’t have to be, 

you know, religious.  It doesn’t have to be a sport.  People see that you try, 

and you might not be very good, but you’re trying.  You’re putting your effort 

in.  You’re putting your hours on the mat, you know.  They respect that.  And 

then they’re willing to help you.   

Toa: If you ever watch a fight where it’s an absolute battle and they’re all 

bloodied, and it’s a split decision.  You feel happy for both of them.  I don’t 

know, for me at least, I feel happy for both of them.   

Mike: This is that struggle again, right.  People are captivated by the struggle.  They 

are moved by people trying their best, even if they come up short.  In the 

struggle, competitors experience their own strengths and weaknesses, as 

well as each other’s strengths and weaknesses.  Their bodily interaction 

becomes a criss-crossing of holding and being held which opens out onto 

something bigger—what Merleau-Ponty calls being.  He says that “every 

relation with being is simultaneously a taking and a being taken, the hold is 
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held, it is inscribed and inscribed in the same being that it takes hold of” (VI 

266; emphases in original).  In holding the other I am held, and in being held, 

I hold.  We hold and are held as bodies that belong to each other, without 

ever fully coinciding, because we can inscribe it in our beings as it is inscribed 

in Being itself, in the “flesh.” 

 This holding and being held, and the mutual sharing of vulnerabilities, is 

what we can see in MMA.  There is no doubt that it is a bloody sport at times.  

But I think it also has moments where personal transformation is possible. 

Corey: There is some spirituality in MMA.  And the fact that it’s—for a lot of people 

it’s a spiritual journey.  Cos a lot of guys who’d get in the sport, lived bad 

lives or on the streets.  They were selling drugs or doing crime and what have 

you.  You can watch countless MMA reality shows and you hear the sob 

stories of these horrible people.  And MMA got them off the streets.  Got 

them into training.  They got focused.  They had something they loved.  They 

put their heart and soul into it.  And they went from essentially a bad person, 

who was going down the wrong way, possibly gonna end up in jail or dead, 

to now a fighter who had a family, and were loving and looking after 

themselves , and all the rest of it.  Because they got their aggression out.  

They had transformed themselves from this horrible person into a nice 

person.  And MMA was their journey through that. 

Wayne: It’s [MMA] been a part of my darkest days.  And, like, it pulled me pulled me 

out of this shit.  For sure.  And who would have thought that getting punched 

in the face would have helped me get better.  And, no matter who you 

explained that to, it just—yeah [chuckling], it doesn’t sound right. 

Logan: MMA is aggressive.  It is an aggressive sport.  Is violent.  If you want to be 

successful at MMA, you need to kind of enjoy to inflict pain to your 

opponent.  I can see BJJ getting more spirituality out of BJJ, than out of MMA. 

Mike: And you, Amy?  Do you think MMA and spirituality can go together?  
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Amy: Yeah. 

Mike:  Despite the fact that MMA is quite brutal? 

Amy: Yeah. 

Mike: Do you think spirituality has a brutal side to it? 

Amy: Yes. 

Mike: Is that a good side to spirituality? 

Amy:  It’s probably kind of like you gotta be brutally honest with yourself.  And then 

gonna say, “Oh, okay, this isn’t good.  I need to change something.”  And 

then you change it. 

Mike: So, for some of you MMA has been a real game changer, while for others it 

persists as a concern.  Those of you who have misgivings about MMA, prefer 

less violent combat sports like BJJ.  However, as we have discussed, even 

these sports have at least a threat of violence about them in the application 

of submissions.  But as O’Shea points out, this threat is not “symbolic 

murder,” but rather part of a combative dialogue in which the person being 

submitted does not necessarily become a symbolic victim.27  This person has 

the option of tapping and starting again.  As O’Shea puts it, the tap is a 

corporeal admission: “I recognise that you’ve won, at least this time around, 

but I also recognise that you are not trying to hurt me and, implicitly, I 

promise that I won’t hurt you when I gain the upper hand.”28  

 From my experiences of rolling, I would have to say that hurt is still part of 

this exchange.  It is the initial pain of the submission that encourages the tap 

to avert more serious pain.  But the degree of pain here is certainly far less 

than that in MMA.  Yet, for some of you that pain is what has allowed you to 

become a better person.  Wayne, you highlight what a body can seek to have 

 
27 O’Shea, Risk, Failure, Play, 99-100. 
28 Ibid., 100. 
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done to it, when you say that getting punched in the face has made you 

better.  Here it is both the body doing and the body receiving.  Both O’Shea 

and Green talk about the sense of community that emerges out of the 

shared struggle of pain and vulnerability.29 

 These shared interactions have a certain “brutality” to them in that 

practitioners are pressed to face up to themselves.  This is possible because 

the confrontation with the other draws me out of myself and allows me to 

see myself through the other.  The pre-reflective encounter of MMA opens 

my being to the brute Being of the “flesh,” which makes manifest a 

primordial depth in which I am implicated in the other, and the other in me 

(VI 210-12, 222-23).  In the noncoinciding overlap of self and other there is 

the potential for solidarity, yet also the space to resist.   

 The training of MMA, and its symbolic space, the cage, facilitates a way of 

being characterised by bodies that are both interactive and resistant.  In this 

agonistic space, both Jacob and the man-God consent to resist one 

another—or co-operatively compete, as mentioned earlier.  By consenting 

they are opening themselves to each other, going beyond themselves to 

invite the other.  However implicitly may be the case, they are recognising a 

shared flesh in each other.  But this is also a consent to resist the other.  It is 

a permission to be held with the intention to withhold.  In doing so, both 

Jacob and the man-God affirm a stance to maintain the self against the 

other.  

 The ambiguity of this consent is one more ambiguity in a world that is always 

given in excess of our understanding or control.  The openness between 

Jacob and the man-God is something of a leap, although it also seems 

warranted, given their shared flesh.  As Mauro Carbone says, reflecting on a 

possible ethics of the “flesh”: “The stranger, as flesh of my flesh, is just 

because of that my brother.”30  But here we strike further ambiguity.  And it 

 
29 Ibid., 86; and Green, “It Hurts So It is Real,” 389-91. 
30 Mauro Carbone, “FLESH: Towards the History of a Misunderstanding,” Chiasmi International 4 (2002), 57. 
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is this ambiguity that calls for caution, if not outright resistance.  Carbone 

goes on to say: “But my brother could well be Cain.  I myself could be such.”31  

For Jacob, that stranger could be his threatening brother, Esau, or it could 

be the divine stranger, the strange God.  And for the man-God, his opponent 

is Jacob.  But who is this Jacob? 

 So, what does consent even mean in this strange MMA fight between two 

strangers?  Who is Jacob consenting to, and who is the man-God consenting 

to?  (And for that matter, as strangers to ourselves and each other, who do 

we consent to when we give our consent?)  Nevertheless, each gives their 

consent, or perhaps it would be better to call it consent and something 

else.32  For it is given between strangers, and as something of the inarticulate 

body—an intercorporeal body already in relation—and not as a neatly 

defined unit of autonomy.33  Like the fight that follows, where it becomes 

difficult to distinguish between attacks and defences, the consent is 

something given, yet also seems like something grasped. 

 The MMA fight between Jacob and the man-God is on, and it is nearing the 

end.  We are now back to my re-reading of O’Connor’s film Warrior, with 

Brendan-Jacob in the final round, facing his injured brother,  Tommy-Esau, 

whom he has injured.  Both brothers have given pain, and experienced pain 

in a bodily dialogue of concussive power.  Brendan-Jacob has been 

repeatedly coached that Tommy-Esau is not his brother, just someone “in 

the way.”  Tommy-Esau is stooping about, while Brendan-Jacob is torn 

 
31 Ibid. 
32 Here I am drawing on thinking around the complexities of sexual consent in the Hebrew Bible.  There are a 
number of complexities that affect consent  in Jacob’s encounter, depending on how the encounter is 
understood.  If Jacob’s opponent is understood primarily as God, then an obvious consent issue would be the 
imbalance of power.  As will become clear, I am emphasising the man as his opponent in this final section.  See 
Rhiannon Graybill, “Fuzzy, Messy, Icky: The Edges of Consent in Hebrew Bible Rape Narratives and Rape 
Culture,” The Bible & Critical Theory 15.2 (2019), 1-28.    
33 For a reflection on sexual consent that uses Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy, see Mark A. Levand and Nicolle 
Zapian, “Sexual Consent as Transcendence: A Phenomenological Understanding,” International Journal of 
Transpersonal Studies 38.1 (2019), 154-65.  
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between completing the task and attending to him—attending to his 

brother. 

Brendan-Jacob knows his brother’s pain.  He feels it in his own body.  There 

have been moments when he has struck his opponent like he was “nothing 

more than meat and sinew, bone and marrow.”34  But each time Brendan-

Jacob has struck at him, each time he has touched him, he has been touched 

back by another body.35  Each time Brendan-Jacob has touched his brother, 

Tommy-Esau has touched him back.  In Brendan-Jacob’s anger and 

determination, and in the strength he earlier feared would hurt Tommy-

Esau, he has been blind to their shared flesh.  But now, with his brother 

vulnerable before him, he sees himself again, also vulnerable only a few 

rounds earlier courtesy of Tommy-Esau’s ground and pound.  

Brendan-Jacob sees himself through Tommy-Esau.  He feels his own flesh 

through the flesh of his brother.  Brendan-Jacob will not be Cain to his 

brother.36  He can be better by doing what is better for his brother.  Brendan-

Jacob will try his best not to hurt him anymore.  He will strive with him for 

his good, when it might be easier just to unleash on him.  So, Brendan-Jacob 

reluctantly head kicks Tommy-Esau to the ground, and swats him lightly 

around the head to get him to give his back to him.  From there he wraps his 

body around Tommy-Esau’s back and sinks in a deep rear-naked choke.  Over 

and over, Brendan-Jacob apologises to Tommy-Esau, pleading with him to 

tap.  In this moment of pathos, Brendan-Jacob holds his brother in what 

 
34 James Hatley, “Introduction: Interrogating Ethics,” in James Hatley, Janice McLane & Christian Diehm, eds., 
Interrogating Ethics: Embodying the Good in Merleau-Ponty (Pittsburgh: Duquesne University Press, 2006), 15. 
35 Speaking of the physical blows of a torturer, Hartley says that he “would touch in such a manner that his or 
her touch would have lost the very reverberation or reversibility by which it could even be recognised as 
touch.  The very gestation of one’s flesh in the other that is the mark of chiasmic existence and so provides for 
a touching that must always already also be touched in its touching would be undone by such a blow.”  I take a 
different approach.  First of all, fighters are very different to torturers.  Secondly, their strikes may be painful, 
but they generally are not to annihilate one another.  Thirdly, if reversible touching applies to grappling, why 
can it not also occur within striking to a more limited extent? 
36 But he could be.  Although implicated in the shared flesh of his brother, he can still choose to ignore its 
ethical implications.  Following his comments about brotherly flesh and Cain, Mauro Carbone remarks about 
the “flesh”: “As a condition for all these possibilities, as a condition of ‘a reversibility always imminent and 
never realised in fact,’ flesh founds every possible ethics and every possible politics, that is, does not found any 
particular ethics or politics.” (Emphases original.)  See Carbone, “FLESH,” 57.    
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could appear a tight hug from behind.  The grappling hold overlaps with the 

embrace.  Brendan-Jacob tells him that he loves him, and Tommy-Esau 

finally taps.  The outcome of their competition seems lost on the brothers, 

who leave the arena together.  

Play-fighting 

Mike:  I now want to change tack somewhat and consider the possibility that 

violence is not such a big issue in Jacob’s interaction with the man-God.  And 

that is because what they are doing is not MMA.  Instead, I want to suggest 

that what they are doing is playing.  This interpretation already occurs in the 

reception history of Jacob’s encounter.  So, what do you think—what if Jacob 

and the man-God were playing together? 

Andrew:   I think that story is just another event where God has patience with us.  So, 

he’s gone there to fight.  Do you think God needs to fight with some pleb, 

you know?  If he wanted to, he’d just go [clicking fingers].  Fucken done.   So, 

for him to even send an angel, or himself even, to struggle with man, you 

know.  The guy [Jacob], even to think that he’s got a sharp shot, you know, 

is—how patient is that, you know.  It’s like a dad playing with his kid, you 

know.  Play-wrestling with his kid.   

Mike: So, Andrew, you give us a strong contrast here between an MMA-style fight 

and play-wrestling.  I have suggested the former as a sporting contest of 

sorts between equals.  In your depiction of Jacob’s encounter, he is paired 

with the much more powerful figure of God.  Yet, here the interaction is not 

focused on securing the kind of victory typical of MMA, but rather, the 

shared bodily experience of a dad play-wrestling with his kid.   

I have already mentioned some earlier examples of such a play 

interpretation of Jacob’s encounter.  The poet Yehuda Amichai interweaves 

wrestling and sexual intimacy with a girl and a boy play-fighting.  And the 
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reformer Martin Luther, an advocate of wrestling in physical education, 

presents the encounter as a father and son playing a game with an apple.37  

While both MMA and play-wrestling are games, they are different games.  

Now, it is difficult to define a game, just as it is difficult to define the related 

terms “play” and “sport.”38  But let me start with how Bernard Suits defines 

a game, which is by no means the last word, but has been very suggestive 

for scholars of sport.39  He says that: 

 to play a game is to engage in an activity directed towards 

bringing about a specific state of affairs, using only means 

permitted by rules, where the rules prohibit more efficient in 

favour of less efficient means, and where such rules are accepted 

just because they make possible such activity.40 

 Or even more simply, Suits says that “playing a game is the voluntary 

attempt to overcome unnecessary obstacles.”41  So, if it just comes down to 

determining a fight winner then, you are right, Andrew, it would be much 

more efficient for God to just go “Boom!” and annihilate Jacob.  But this is 

clearly not what happens.  If we go with God’s superior power over Jacob 

 
37 Regarding Martin Luther’s advocacy of wrestling, see Deobold B. van Dalen, Elmer D. Mitchell, and Bruce L. 
Bennett, A World History of Physical Education: Cultural, Physical, Comparative (1953; repr., Englewood Cliffs, 
NJ: Prentice-Hall Inc., 1963), 162. 
38 The literature on this topic is quite extensive.  See, for example, Johan Huizinga, Homo Ludens: A Study of 
the Play-Element in Culture (1949; repr., London: Routledge & K. Paul, 1980); Caillois, Man, Play and Games; 
Bernard Suits, The Grasshopper: Games, Life and Utopia (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1978); Bernard 
Suits, “Words on Play,” JPS 4.1 (1977), 117-31; Bernard Suits, “Tricky Triad: Games, Play, and Sport,” JPS 15.1 
(1988), 1-9; R. Scott Kretchmar, “The Normative Heights and Depths of Play,” JPS 34.1 (2007), 1-12; R. Scott 
Kretchmar, “Why do We Care So Much About Games? (And is This Ethically Defensible?),” Q 57.2 (2005), 181-
91; Maxine Sheets-Johnstone, “Child’s Play: A Multidisciplinary Perspective,” Human Studies 26.4 (2003), 409-
30; Brian Sutton-Smith, The Ambiguity of Play (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,1997); Brian Sutton-
Smith, “Play Theory: A Personal Journey and New Thoughts,” American Journal of Play 1.1 (2008), 80-123; 
Randolph Feezell, “A Pluralist Conception of Play,” JPS 37.2 (2010), 147-65; and Chad Carlson, “A Three-
Pointer: Revisiting Three Crucial Issues in the ‘Tricky Triad’ of Play, Games, and Sport,” in Shawn E. Klein, ed., 
Defining Sport: Conceptions and Borderlines (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2017), 3-21.  
39 I have consulted the following works that critically interact with Suits on games: Klaus V. Meier, “Triad 
Trickery: Playing with Sport and Games,” JPS 15.1 (1988), 11-30; and Chad Carlson, “The ‘Playing’ Field: 
Attitudes , Activities, and the Conflation of Play and Games,” JPS 38.1 (2011), 76-86. 
40 Suits, The Grasshopper, 34. 
41 In between the longer definition and this summary one, Suits isolates the four elements of a game.  The first 
three constitute the activity of a game, and they are goals, means, and rules.  The final element is the specific 
attitude the gamer brings to the game.  See ibid., 35-41 (shorter definition is on 41). 
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the pleb, as you put it, then I think we can rightly assume that Jacob avoids 

annihilation, not because of his own strength or by chance, but rather, 

because this is God’s intention. 

What happens instead of annihilation is instructive for understanding what 

wrestling, as either sport or play, contributes to the encounter, and it also 

helps us evaluate the extent of its violence.  This is brought out particularly 

well by Jean-Louis Chrétien, who tells us that “[t]his combat is not about an 

annihilation of the force of the other, but rather a communication of 

force.”42  He has in mind a violent wrestling that could fit with my description 

as an MMA-style bout.  However, I think his elaboration of this 

“communication of force,” at least in principle, can also be applied to play-

wrestling.  Chrétien continues: “Is it not true that, in certain struggles, there 

comes a time when the force that assaults can no longer be distinguished 

from that which holds out?  Or when the confrontation becomes an 

exchange?”43    

This exchange is a primordial bodily dialogue of intense struggle and 

embrace.  Chrétien describes the “proximate” and the “faraway” of their 

combat, and the “separation” that soon gives way to the “union” of grips, 

clasps, and even a strike that strangely strengthens and encourages Jacob.44  

The combat of “unequal parties” seems closer to the size and skill disparity 

of combatants in the early days of the UFC.  However, this is not the chaotic 

violence of the street, but a combat game characterised by the largely 

regulated inter-actions of Jacob and his divine opponent.  According to Roger 

Caillois’ typology of games, this combat—with its emphasis on an 

interpersonal struggle of strength and skill—is an example of agon.45 

 
42 Chrétien, Hand to Hand, 4. 
43 Ibid. 
44 Here Chrétien is citing seventeenth-century French Dominican Louis Chardon.  See ibid., 5-6. 
45 Unlike in Chrétien’s representation of Jacob’s combat, Caillois’ agon type of game also underscores the 
attempt to establish “equality of chances” of victory.  The other types of game with which agon is distinct, but 
at times, overlaps, include alea (chance), mimicry (role playing), and ilinx (sensory altering).  See Caillois, Man, 
Play and Games, 14-36.    
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In addition to its role in games, agon or conflict occurs in play.46  This is not 

surprising in that there is obvious overlap between play and games.  In his 

review of the studies of their relationship, Chad Carlson states that play and 

games are both activities and specific attitudes (playing and gaming).47  He 

also says that they are “independent and compatible” with each other, play 

being a serendipitous,  fully immersive experience, and games rule-based 

exercises in problem-solving.48     

Various scholars have analysed play at both the individual and broader or 

team level.  Play theorist Brian Sutton-Smith discusses how play emerges out 

of real conflicts and develops into a means for young and old to “defy the 

depressing and dangerous aspects of life.”49  He outlines a multi-layered 

development of play that broadly includes our evolutionary struggles, 

various responses, emotions, performances, and social contexts; and more 

specifically, our individual life histories.50  N. G. Blurton Jones says that 

wrestling is a primal “movement pattern” that is part of the rough-and-

tumble (R&T) play of young children and other mammals.51  Although 

seemingly hostile, the “facial expressions and vocalisations, and the 

movement patterns” of wrestling and play-fighting are characterised by 

playful jumping and laughing, and not the more aggressive “fixating, 

frowning, [and] shouting.”52   

 
46 Two works that argue for play as contest or agon are Huizinga, Homo Ludens; and Mihai Spariosu, Dionysus 
Reborn: Play and the Aesthetic Dimension in Modern Philosophical and Scientific Discourse (Ithaca, NY: Cornell 
University Press, 1989).     
47 Carlson, “The ‘Playing Field,’” 80-81. 
48 Ibid., 81. 
49 Sutton-Smith, “Play Theory,” 122. 
50 Ibid., 111-20. 
51 See N. G. Blurton Jones, “An Ethological Study of Some Aspects of Social Behaviour of Children in Nursery 
School,” in Desmond Morris, ed., Primate Ethology (Garden City, NY: Anchor Books, 1969), 450; and Elisabetta 
Palagi et. al., “Rough and Tumble Play as a Window on Animal Communication,” Biological Reviews 91 (2016), 
311-27.  For a good up to date overview of RTP, see Jennifer StGeorge and Richard Fletcher, “Rough-and-
Tumble Play,” in Stephen Hupp and Jeremy D. Jewell, eds., The Encyclopedia of Child and Adolescent 
Development, vol. 6, 13 January 2020, 
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/epdf/10.1002/9781119171492.wecad276.        
52 Blurton Jones, “Ethological Study,” 451. 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/epdf/10.1002/9781119171492.wecad276
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Ash:  Wrestling’s always been there.  But it wasn’t something that I could find an 

outlet for.  I just would, once in a while, play wrestle, you know.  Boys do 

that.  I just wanted to, and I didn’t start really doing it until I got married, 

with my husband.  I started just wrestling with him.  It’s just, “Let’s do this.”  

And I just—play-wrestling—and it was fun.  And it was something I—this is 

fun.  I just like moving around on the ground. 

Mike: Your experience is interesting, Ash, in that it is an example of adult physical 

play, which,  compared to children’s play, has received relatively little 

attention.53  Scholars like Sutton-Smith are intrigued by this, and try to 

remedy it.  He asks a number of key questions. 

 Finally there are the ambiguities that seem particularly 

problematic in Western society, such as why play is seen largely 

as what children do but not what adults do; why children play 

but adults only recreate; why play is said to be important to 

children’s growth but is merely a diversion for adults.  The most 

reviled form of play, gambling, is also the largest part of the 

national play budget.  How can it be that such ecstatic adult play 

experiences, which preoccupy so much emotional time, are only 

diversions?  And why do these adult play preoccupations, which 

seem like some vast cultural, even quasi-religious 

subconsciousness, require us to deny that this kind of play may 

have the same meaning for children?54  

 As he goes on to point out, much of how we see play is shaped by the values 

that structure our approach to it.55  A good example of this—to return to 

children’s play—are adult perceptions of play-fighting or R&T.  Sutton-Smith 

says that: 

 
53 An exception is Huizinga’s Homo Ludens, which concentrates more on adult play than children’s play. 
54 Sutton-Smith, The Ambiguity of Play, 7. 
55 His study of the ambiguity of play is an evaluation of seven such approaches or “ideological rhetorics of 
play.”  These include the rhetoric of progress, fate, power, identity, imaginary, self, and frivolity.  See The 
Ambiguity of Play.   
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 whether adults see children’s play-fighting as pretence or as 

violence depends mainly on their own value predispositions.  

Men see more of it as pretence, women see more of it as 

aggression, nursery-school teachers see most all of it as 

aggression.  Aggression, when ambiguous, is apparently in the 

eye of the beholder.56 

If I recall, Ash, you mentioned something about men and play earlier when 

we were discussing gender and grappling.  I just wonder if it sheds any light 

on the different ways men and women see play-fighting.  What did you say, 

again? 

Ash: Women move differently than men.  So, a woman seems to be more 

controlling.  And when they get into a jiu-jitsu position, they like to control 

it, and they like to make sure—I mean, they're very meticulous on whether 

or not they lose it.  So, they move just out of the way to not lose the position. 

Men, they’re more play—they play.  They move from here to here to here 

to here. They move a lot more and they play a lot more. 

Mike: Ash, I cannot help wondering if men appear more playful in their jiu-jitsu 

rolling because they are more likely to have engaged in (or have been 

encouraged to engage in ) R&T as boys.57  Pushing this out further, I wonder 

if men are more likely to see children’s play-fighting as harmless play 

because it is something they are more likely to have engaged in themselves, 

and may possibly still engage in.58  The importance of personal experience is 

something I have already touched on regarding the extent of violence in the 

cage.  But your own experience, Ash, indicates that, although less common 

for now, women also play-fight, and enjoy doing so.  Similarly, Janet O’Shea’s 

 
56 Sutton-Smith is referring here to an unpublished doctoral study by Kathleen Marie Connor (“War Toys, 
Aggression and Playfighting”), see ibid., 28. 
57 On the greater participation of boys in rough and tumble play than girls, see Janet Ann DiPietro, “Rough and 
Tumble Play: A Function of Gender,” Developmental Psychology 17.1 (1981), 50-58. 
58 For a study in which female early childhood educators became more accepting of RTP through the influence 
of their male co-workers, see Rune Storli and Ellen Beate Hansen Sandseter, “Gender Matters: Male and 
Female ECEC [Early Childhood Education & Care] Practitioner’s Perceptions and Practices Regarding Children’s 
Rough-and-Tumble Play (R&T),” European Early Childhood Education Research Journal 25.6 (2017), 838-53.  
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recent book about her experience training in combat sport draws heavily on 

the phenomenon of play.59  

 So, given your experience of play in grappling, and that of other sport 

combat practitioners like O’Shea, I want to return to Jacob’s combat 

situation and reconsider it as a playful encounter.  That means I will apply 

some of the findings from studies which have focused on children’s R&T to 

the adult physical interaction between Jacob and the man-God.  What might 

that reveal about the role of wrestling?  And how might it help us to evaluate 

and respond to the kinds of violence typically associated with it? 

 So, allow me to take a closer look at children’s R&T before I re-examine 

Jacob’s encounter.  To do so, I want to continue getting your thoughts, as 

well as interacting with some play and sport scholars, and see what 

emerges.60  Now, while not dismissing the developmental benefits of play, 

Sheets-Johnstone is particularly interested in the phenomenological 

experience of play.61  She says that physical movement is fundamental to the 

early life of humans and animals.62  Together with an acknowledgement that 

R&T cannot “be adequately explained as motor training or practice for adult 

behaviour,” Sheets-Johnstone asks why this play involves a specific set of 

movements, such as play-fighting, and not other movements.63  Her answer 

is that R&T both exposes our corporeal vulnerabilities and facilitates our 

learning to deal with them.  She explains that: 

[R&T] play is a way of coming to grips with our vulnerability, 

indeed, of playing with it, at times literally wrestling with it in the 

form of another individual.  In learning our bodies and learning 

to move ourselves in the course of [R&T], we learn that we can 

be hurt: others can shove us too hard, kick or slap us 

 
59 O’Shea, Risk, Failure, Play. 
60 In his study of wonder and play, Sam Keen points out that “[w]onder begins with the element of surprise.”  
See Sam Keen, Apology for Wonder (New York: Harper & Row, 1969), 27.   
61 Sheets-Johnstone, “Child’s Play.” 
62 Ibid., 416. 
63 Ibid., 413. 
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inadvertently, and so on.  [R&T] play is all the same a sane and 

safe way of putting our vulnerability on the line, of experiencing 

first-hand the ultimately fragile bodies we are.  It is a self-

teaching exercise in corporeal care and survival, not only 

corporeal care of ourselves and our own survival, but corporeal 

care of others and their survival.64  

This movement is characterised as fun or “pleasure or fun in the flesh,” and 

is something that is largely absent from adulthood.65 

Kevin:  Kids playing with each other—it’s amazing what they will do that looks like 

jiu-jitsu.  You get two, three or four-year olds rolling around on the ground 

having a wrestle and they’ll do some incredible stuff.  Getting up off the 

ground, you know, a three-year old, after being knocked down, can 

sometimes be more efficient than any adult I’ve seen that’s untrained.  And 

we lose that somewhere along the line.  We lose that ability to use our 

bodies in particular ways that are efficient.  And I think part of that is losing 

the [R&T] stuff.   

Wayne: I’m a big fan of having bullrush at school because it’s—I mean, kids that go 

out and play bull-rush, I think are gonna be better in that last portion of the 

day because they’ve used a bit of that energy.  You know, it came in when I 

was at high school that you weren’t allowed to play it.  But we got around 

that easy.  You just played it, and you had a ball on the ground.  And then 

there was someone not playing watching, and there’s a teacher coming, they 

kicked the ball over.  And you picked it up and you were playing touch.  But 

now it seems like the biggest no-no.66 

 
64 Ibid., 412-13. 
65 Ibid., 414-18, 422. 
66 There are many variations of the game bull-rush, which typically involve one player in the centre of a field 
tackling or tagging other players who attempt to cross to the other side.  It was commonly played in New 
Zealand schools until its banning for safety reasons around the mid-1980s.  See Peter Clayworth, “Children’s 
Play: Physical Games,” in David Green, ed., Te Ara: The Encyclopedia of New Zealand, 5 September 2013, 
https://teara.govt.nz/en/childrens-play/page-4. 

https://teara.govt.nz/en/childrens-play/page-4
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Kevin: I think the whole notion of, you know, we’re getting too PC, and we’re not 

doing bull-rush and all that stuff, I think that’s a whole different thing again.  

I think you can’t equate the two.  I think playing on the ground is quite a 

different thing from going and playing rugby or playing bull-rush.  I think the 

second type has more potential for harm, and its disconnection from bodies 

and treating your body as a weapon.  So, you’re throwing your body into the 

fray, and potentially using it to break past someone else’s.   

Mike: I have to say, Wayne, I am really intrigued by your description of using touch 

rugby to conceal playing bull-rush.  I think it throws up our different 

perceptions of play, and the variable interactions between play, games, and 

sport.  When we think of touch or bull-rush or, Kevin, the children’s jiu-jitsu-

like R&T, what is it that makes us identify them as play or as non-play?  Or 

perhaps as good play and bad play?  In your case, Kevin, I think you are 

arguing that children’s R&T is different to bull-rush insofar as the former is 

play whereas the latter is not.  However, you could also be saying something 

similar to the touch rugby—bull-rush distinction in schools, that one is good 

play, while the other is bad play.   

 Sticking with touch and bull-rush, it does not seem to me that there is a big 

enough difference between them to judge one as good play and the other 

as bad play.  Certainly not if the tagging in bull-rush is also by touch and not 

tackle.  Even if bull-rush is played by tackle, then I think it only differs in 

degree, so that it is a bit rougher than touch is.   

But, Kevin, you say that there is a difference, namely, that the collisional 

nature of bull-rush changes the dynamic of bodies into weapons, much like 

striking does in MMA.  This weaponising of the body is clearly a threat to the 

mutual sharing and caring of corporeal vulnerabilities in R&T, as defined by 

Sheets-Johnstone.  So, given your positive comments about connection with 

the body in play, and your references to jiu-jitsu and rolling on the ground, I 

am assuming that you see some link between the two. 
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Kevin: I think [BJJ] captures something which I wouldn’t dare say primal, cos I don’t 

think it comes from that sort of thing.  But I think it captures an aspect of 

self-engagement with other people which is missing from other activities.  

So, I think things like wrestling and jiu-jitsu, judo, all of those things are—

and to a lesser degree the striking sports—I think they allow you to engage 

with other people in a way which is often missing from our modern 

experience.  And part of that relates to what I was saying earlier on about 

the sort of disengagement from bodies and all that sort of stuff.  I think there 

is definitely a lack of engagement with physical activity. 

Mike: I take it then that play overlaps with grappling sports (in particular), where 

both promote intercorporeal engagement.  Play is a mutual pleasure or joy 

in the flesh, and sport is an activity that involves physical skills.  And as Chad 

Carlson points out, sport is like play (and games) in that it includes its own 

specific attitude.67  Broadly speaking then, sport covers “activities that 

feature physical skill in comparative, competitive, developmental, or 

achievement settings.”68 The shared engagement between play and the 

grappling sports that you discuss, is about physical wellbeing rather than 

harm, and it is fun—the kind of fun you mentioned, Ash, play-wrestling with 

your husband.69  

 But, Kevin, just as you say that striking does not capture this enjoyable 

engagement as successfully as grappling does, I wonder if there are 

moments in grappling when this engagement or play is not as apparent or 

even absent?  The reason for my curiosity is that Sheets-Johnstone refers to 

studies that older kids are rougher in their R&T, and that “[r]ejected 

(unpopular) boys” can be quite aggressive, which I assume is when R&T 

increasingly ceases to be play.70  Is this also your experience in BJJ?  

 
67 Carlson, “A Three Pointer,” 15-16. 
68 Ibid., 17. 
69 In his classic work on play, Johan Huizinga identifies fun or joy as its “primordial quality.”  See Huizinga, 
Homo Ludens, 2-3. 
70 Sheets-Johnstone, “Child’s Play,” 411-12. 
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Kevin: Roy Dean [has an] analogy. [BJJ rolling is] like having a conversation and 

recognising a break in the conversation or holes in the conversation or 

something.71  And recognising that as a problem and then choosing to 

respond to it in a particular way.  And then maybe talking about it afterwards 

or whatever.  

 This is probably the reason why I found competition so difficult because 

there’s no give-and-take there, you know.  It’s all about imposing your A 

game.  And it’s about treating the other person as an object that you break 

down.  It’s about turning that person who you’ve never met before into an 

object.  The best competition experience I had was when my primary 

training partner was seeded against me, and we just had a roll, you know.  

And again, there was a lot of give-and-take.  He’s better than me, so he gave 

me some space to do some stuff.  I worked with that and, you know, we had 

a good time, recognising that there were two people involved in the process.  

I think I’ve made a lot of good friends in jiu-jitsu, and a lot of that has been 

about that engagement, treating each other as training partners rather than 

just as objects.  

Mike: What I get from what you have said so far, Kevin, is that play is something 

that is relational and expressive.  In his study of play, Suits emphasises that 

we play with something or someone in a non-instrumental way.72  When play 

occurs in BJJ it is a kind of somatic dialogue between you and your partner 

who are doing “stuff” together.  Both Drew Hyland and R. Scott Kretchmar 

highlight this intersubjective interaction; Hyland with his description of the 

player’s “stance of play,” which is an existential attitude of “responsive 

openness,” and Kretchmar in his reference to such a participant as 

“dialogical.”73  What this means in playful BJJ is that you are open to what 

 
71 Roy Dean is a third-degree black belt BJJ practitioner best known for his instructional videos.  For his account 
of his training and role as a BJJ instructor, see Roy Dean, Becoming the Black Belt: One Man’s Journey in 
Brazilian Jiu-jitsu (Scotts Valley, CA: CreateSpace Independent Publishing Platform, 2016).    
72 Suits, “Words on Play.”   
73 Hyland’s “stance of play” also occurs in daily life, but is heightened in play and sport.  See Drew Hyland, 
Philosophy of Sport (St. Paul, MN: Paragon House, 1990), 115-45.  Kretchmar actually refers to the “dialogical 
athlete,” which he bases on Martin Buber’s existential philosophy of dialogue.  This descriptor still works as the 
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your partner is doing, to what they are offering you.  When they give you 

“some space,” you can respond with your movements.  And these 

movements can offer your partner the opening to respond in kind.   

Within the immersive experience of such play, this exchange between 

“dialogical” players can even take on a kind of reversibility which Merleau-

Ponty ascribes to language.  He says that:  

when I speak to another person and listen to him, what I 

understand begins to insert itself in the intervals between my 

saying things, my speech is intersected laterally by the other’s 

speech, and I hear myself in him, while he speaks in me … 

Between myself as speech and the other as speech, or more 

generally as expression and the other as expression, there is no 

longer that alternation which makes a rivalry of the relation 

between minds.  I am not active only when speaking; rather I 

precede my thought in the listener.  I am not passive while I am 

listening; rather, I speak according to … what the other is saying 

(Prose of the World [PW], 142-44). 

So, what initially appears as the alternation of one self’s movements to the 

other’s movements becomes an intermeshing of movements in which the 

boundary between the movements and the movers becomes blurred.  It is 

increasingly difficult to determine who initiates a movement and who reacts, 

inasmuch as I can move because you have moved.  Speaking again of 

language, Merleau-Ponty says “[t]he others’ words make me speak and think 

because they create within me an other than myself” (VI 224).  Not only is 

there a connection of self and other in this interactive BJJ play, but there is 

also a sense of alterity within each body-subject.   

 
“dialogical player.”  See R. Scott Kretchmar, “Meeting the Opposition: Buber’s ‘Will’ and ‘Grace’ in Sport,” Q 
24.1 (1975), 23-24.  Although I think there are broad similarities between Hyland’s and Kretchmar’s 
descriptions, Kretchmar is rather critical of Hyland’s “responsive openness,” which he deems “relativistic.”  See 
R. Scott Kretchmar, “Review Essay: Philosophy of Sport by Drew A. Hyland,” JPS 17.1 (1990), 41-50.  
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Now, you indicate that this playful BJJ is jeopardised by competition.  To go 

back to Maxine Sheets-Johnstone, she states that (adult) competition 

“perverts” the R&T play of children.74  It does this by emphasising winning 

“at all costs,” with its associated behaviours of aggression and domination, 

over the intrinsic pleasure and fulfilment of play.75  Kevin, you make the 

same point when you mention “imposing your A game.”  And you make an 

additional point that other critics of competition like Alfie Kohn make, which 

is that it objectifies the other person whom the competitor tries to 

overcome.76  Consequently, where competition replaces play, Kretchmar’s 

“dialogical” participant is ousted by the “monological athlete,” and Hyland’s 

“responsive openness” narrows down into “alienation” instead of 

“friendship.”77  It would appear that Sheets-Johnstone is completely justified 

that “[c]ompetition … is not a matter of play become serious, but a matter 

of no play at all.”78 

Dean: There probably are more egos in MMA, yeah.  Well, you’re just trying to win.  

That’s all that really matters.  It doesn’t matter how good a person I am.  It 

doesn’t matter how good my technique is.  All that matters is that I win.  

Which is pretty short-term shallow compared to the whole development 

side.  Probably to me seems a little bit too shallow for any tag of spirituality. 

Mike: So, Dean, this is the perversion of play which Sheets-Johnstone and Kohn are 

so weary of.  Actually, Sheets-Johnstone calls children’s play, with its lack of  

competition, “the original sport.”79  Is this lack of competition a defining 

feature of Jacob’s primordial-like play-fighting with the man-God?   

But I do wonder what sport, in its derived form, would even look like if you 

completely remove the competitive element.  Is this even possible when the 

 
74 Sheets-Johnstone, “Child’s Play,” 410, 421. 
75 Ibid., 409, 421-22.  
76 Alfie Kohn, No Contest: The Case Against Competition, rev. ed. (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1992), 
137-43. 
77 Kretchmar, “Meeting the Opposition,” 23-24; and Hyland, Philosophy of Sport, 42-43.  
78 Sheets-Johnstone, “Child’s Play,” 409. 
79 Ibid., 422. 
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physical skills of sport are commonly measured through some form of 

competition?  Even your “give-and-take” roll, Kevin, as you put it, still 

occurred as part of a “competition experience.”  Given the purpose and 

expectations of BJJ tournaments, it does not make much sense for 

competition to be absent from these events.  But perhaps it might not be 

too unusual for training partners familiar with each other to engage in some 

playful rolls without a competitive element at their local gym.  Barring the 

familiarity, is Jacob’s play-fighting more like these playful rolls in the gym?  

Robert: There’s still competitions in the gym when you’re training.  Like, I’ve got 

rivals in my gym, and it’s a competition between us, anyway. 

Lawrence: For me, it’s not about being competitive.  It’s not about wanting to fight with 

other people.  I don’t want to fight with people. 

Tim: I don’t try and compete with other guys my age or other guys younger.  I 

compete against myself.  And as long as my fitness level is there, and I can 

push myself, then I’ll push myself.  If I can’t, then—some days you go in there 

and you just don’t feel like doing it that hard out.  So, you sort of hide.  That’s 

why I hide in the back so I can just sort of slow down a little.  Frank and I 

train well together, but he pushes me, and I push him.  

Robert: That’s the beauty of Brazilian jiu-jitsu, and wrestling for that matter, is that 

your success is defined by your ability in real grappling exchanges, not by 

your ability to carry out katas.  And, like, drilling is important.  But we drill in 

order to become efficient in our more realistic grappling exchanges. 

Mike: Okay, Robert, so whether you are at a tournament or rolling at the gym, 

competition is present in some way.  And that is due to the “real grappling 

exchanges” versus the solo, simulated katas or practice patterns of many 

traditional martial arts—something some of us talked about in an earlier 

conversation.  I gather, Tim, that you are talking about the MMA drill 

sessions where you and a partner (such as Frank) take turns striking or 

holding the pads.  This is typically a co-operative exercise where you are both 
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helping one another to improve your skills.  As you point out, Robert, these 

drills can be useful in more competitive situations, such as rolling and 

sparring.  But practised on their own, they are co-operative  rather than 

competitive.   

Tim, when you mention that you compete against yourself while drilling, I 

wonder if you are talking more about testing yourself.  I think R. Scott 

Kretchmar’s distinction between testing yourself or self-improvement and 

competition (or contest or agon) is helpful here.  He identifies competition 

with the four features of plurality, comparison, normativity, and 

disputation.80  He says that: 

The act of competing … requires minimally a second party for 

purposes of producing or displaying their own products 

(plurality) where similarities and differences between those 

products can be noted (comparison), where such similarities and 

differences are evaluated for superiority (normativity), and 

where both or all parties commit to demonstrating superiority 

over the other(s) (disputation).81 

While drilling on its own does not qualify here as competition, rolling or 

sparring does.  Both involve two participants demonstrating their respective 

skills—products, if you like—to gain superiority over one another.  And both 

provide immediate tangible feedback of that superiority: getting hit in 

sparring or tapping to a submission in rolling.   

Does this make any sense of your experience, Lawrence?  I know that you 

regularly roll down at your gym, so I am curious what you mean when you 

say that it is not about being competitive.  Are you able to roll without it 

being competitive? 

 
80 R. Scott Kretchmar, “A Phenomenology of Competition,” JPS 41.1 (2014), 21-37. 
81 R. Scott Kretchmar, “The Nature of Competition: In Defence of Descriptive Accuracy,” Sport, Ethics and 
Philosophy 13.2 (2019), 237.  
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Lawrence: When you’re drilling, you know, it’s a very benign situation where everybody 

is co-operating with one another so that you can practice a particular move 

or a particular series of moves.  The reality of the situation, when you’re live, 

when you’re rolling or sparring is that the person is reacting in a way to avoid 

you being able to do what you want to do.  And therefore, you have to adapt 

your attacks or defence based on that.  So that live rolling is very important 

for the learning process of being able to apply those techniques in a live 

situation and not a very benign sort of way …  

But I think for someone who’s maybe scared or reticent of physical contact, 

where you could get hurt, it builds that confidence that people are gonna 

work with you to help you to improve your skill.  Just as you’re working with 

them to improve their skill.  And then, it creates a sense of—what is the right 

word?  Of co-operation.  You’ve both got the same goals, for whatever 

reasons you’re doing it.  Therefore, you work together to achieve those 

goals.  

Mike: I think one of the really interesting themes from your response, Lawrence, is 

that rolling is competitive and it is also co-operative.  It is competitive 

because the two people rolling actively resist one another to gain 

dominance.  This rule-bound victory one gains over the other is why it fits 

within the domain of sport—combat sport—and not something else. 

Tama: At the end of the day, this is just a game, so there’s nothing to lose.  It’s not 

like—if I was from a war-torn country, my frame of mind would be different. 

Mike: Right.  It is a competitive sport with regulated violence, and therefore 

different to war. 

Tama: Because in the sport game—and this is different from being a warrior or 

being a soldier, cos, like, currently I’m a TF soldier with the New Zealand 

army.82  So the frame of mind is slightly different from that of [an MMA] 

 
82 “TF” stands for Territorial Force.  It is the part-time contingent of the NZ Army. 
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fighter.  Cos in a fighter, your operating environment is that, you know, if 

we’re doing five-minute rounds, that’s the competing environment, and 

there’s your target, which is that.  And then there’s pretty much all the 

variables right then and there.  You can take a few shots in the ring.  You 

can’t take a few shots [in a war]. 

Toa: And realistically is that, you know, as trained or as strong as you may be, 

fighting in a cage or fighting in a ring where there are rules—in a real-life 

fight you could die in a moment.  You could die from someone hitting you in 

the back of the head.83  You can die by someone stabbing you without you 

being completely aware. 

Mike: So, MMA in the cage, along with rolling and sparring, is competitive sport, 

and not the chaotic violence of street-fighting or war.  To go back to Jean-

Louis Chrétien’s description of Jacob’s encounter, it is “a communication of 

force,” not “an annihilation of the force of the other.”84  And in being 

competitive, it is also unlike the choreographed movements of kata or 

dance. 

Toa: Here’s the thing, alright, WWE is what it is intentionally.  There’s a narrative 

as to who’s gonna win because it’s all a bit of hype, all this sort of thing.  

MMA is like stand-up.  Is improv.  It’s an improv narrative.  WWE is a 

Broadway show.  There’s a plot somewhere.  I’m reading a book which has 

already been authored.  Everything’s been authored.  I may not necessarily 

know the end, but I know that someone’s written this book.  

Mike: Okay, so we can say that MMA is unlike war and street-fighting in that it lacks 

its chaotic violence, and it is unlike the non-competitive activities, kata, 

dance, and entertainment wrestling insofar as it is unscripted.  Even rolling 

 
83 As I work on this chapter, it is only two months since the death of Fau Vake, a promising MMA fighter, who 
was hit from behind while waiting for a taxi. 
84 Chrétien, Hand to Hand, 4. 
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with familiar partners at the local gym is still a “live situation,” as you put it 

Lawrence, so the outcome is uncertain.  

Lawrence: People come in there knowing that on any given day, pretty much, you could 

be tapped by anybody, you know.   

Kevin: The fact that it [Jacob’s encounter] went on all night, for me, that sounds like 

a light roll from at least one of the participant’s perspectives.  I mean, it 

sounds like Jacob is working his arse off.  But it sounds like, you know, Jacob 

as a white belt, you know, rolling with a black belt.  And the black belt’s giving 

him opportunities, you know, give-and-take.  He’s moulding himself to 

whatever is being done.   

But, as I said, there’s risk involved.  Like I said, in terms of my own 

experience, if I shut down at any point in time, and I don’t give the person 

enough respect, they might catch me.  And so, I think there was risk for the 

opponent, whoever that might have been.  But there was also that sense 

that he was able to progress it, and play for that length of time.  And in the 

end, it was, you know—it had to stop.  They couldn’t keep going forever 

[chuckles]. 

Mike: Your reading of Jacob’s encounter holds together a number of elements and 

themes we have been discussing.  It combines competitive sport and play, 

possibility and risk.  And I think this dynamic openness between sport and 

play, where play occurs in the midst of competitive sport, and vice versa, 

allows us to seriously consider that play is not completely averse to 

competition as Sheets-Johnstone and Kohn argue.   

In doing so, I am not suggesting that play is the same thing as sport.  As I 

mentioned earlier, I agree with Chad Carlson  when he describes play and 

games as being “independent and compatible.”85  Nor am I suggesting that 

we have to reluctantly accept that competitive play is play, albeit bad play; 

 
85 Carlson, “The ‘Playing Field,’” 81. 
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rather, competitive play can be good play just as much as non-competitive 

play. 

 This hinges on a different understanding of competition.  In their response 

to Kohn’s case against competition, David Shields and Brenda Bredemeier 

declare that he “is right, except [that] he is not talking about competition at 

all.”86  To explain, they distinguish key terms, and uncover root metaphors.  

So, a contest, which is the means by which participants attempt to perform 

a test better than each other, facilitates one of two possible approaches: 

competition and “decompetition.”87   

Competition is based on the root metaphor of “contest as partnership,” and 

is accordingly defined as participants or competitors striving “together” in 

the pursuit of mutual “excellence.”88  By contrast, the neologism 

decompetition is where decompetitors strive “against” one another for the 

sole purpose of winning.89  Unlike competitors, who recognise how better 

opponents spur them on to excellence, decompetitors, in keeping with the 

root metaphor of “contest as war,” prefer weaker opponents or “enemies” 

to increase their chances of victory.90  Chrétien captures the true sense of 

competition in his interpretation of Jacob’s struggle, when he says: 

It is a fine thing to seek out fitting adversaries, rather than those 

whom we have already defeated by sight before even engaging 

in a struggle.  But it is an even finer thing to receive an adversary 

who exceeds our measure, an irresistible adversary, for where 

else might we deploy ourselves to the unknown ends of our 

strength?91  

 
86 David Light Shields and Brenda Light Bredemeier, True Competition: A Guide to Pursuing Excellence in Sport 
and Society (Champaign, IL: Human Kinetics, 2009), 22.  
87 Ibid., 23-29.  
88 Ibid., 24-25, 32-33. 
89 Ibid., 25-29. 
90 Ibid., 25-33.  
91 Chrétien is directly commenting on Rainer Maria Rilke’s poem ‘The Man Watching,’ which alludes to Jacob 
and the Angel.  See Chrétien, Hand to Hand, 1. 
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 This competition, with its esteem for partner-competitors, highlights the link 

that it has with co-operation.92  Some of you make this apparent in the way 

that you describe some rolls as a combination of giving opportunities to 

partners while still maintaining a degree of control.  And Kevin, it is implied 

in your analogy of a roll as a conversation, where points and counterpoints 

are grounded in a shared sense of communication.  All of this indicates a link 

that Ann Cudd, in her study of sport and capitalism, calls “co-operative 

competition.”93  She says that “the players of a game have interests that are 

partly shared and partly opposed.”94 

 This dynamic tension of co-operative competition distinguishes combat 

sport from various other activities that favour co-operation or competition, 

or rather, decompetition.  In particular, I am interested in the co-operative 

competition of play-fighting, which I have proposed as a counterfactual 

approach to Jacob’s encounter, in order to further consider the issue of 

violence.  As it has turned out, our discussion of play-fighting has repeatedly 

returned to combat sport.  This would appear to confirm the work of 

scholars like Janet O’Shea, who points out that play is actually an important 

aspect of combat sport.  In fact, she refers to it as combat or combative 

play.95  This affects the way that we approach violence in combat sport, how 

it manifests in co-operative competition, and how it figures in Jacob’s 

encounter.    

The dance-like activities of kata and WWE that you mentioned, Robert and 

Toa, tend to emphasise co-operation over competition.  Both mimic the 

unpredictable exchanges of fighting, but they are largely scripted or fixed.  

Kata is accordingly criticised for its “stagnation, fossilisation, and empty 

formalism,” and therefore its inability to “teach students how to read and 

 
92 As pointed out by Shields and Bredemeier in True Competition, 33. 
93 Ann E. Cudd, “Sporting Metaphors: Competition and the Ethos of Capitalism,” JPS 34.1 (2007), 61. 
94 Ibid. 
95 Part of her subtitle for her “Introduction” reads: “Experiencing Humanity in Combat Play.”  See O’Shea, Risk, 
Failure, Play, 1. 
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respond to a real—and unpredictable—opponent.”96  The theatrics of WWE 

make it more spectacle than sport.  Sharon Mazer describes it as “an athletic 

performance practice that is constructed around the display of the male 

body and a tradition of co-operative rather than competitive exchanges of 

apparent power between men.”97   

Even apparently oppositional dances, including resistant dances veer more 

toward co-operation than competition.  Here I want to consider the dance 

known as “moshing” or “slamdancing,” and also revisit Pablo and Sally’s 

tangoing in the film The Tango Lesson.  So, at a glimpse, the embodied 

resistance and collisions of moshers make moshing appear rather chaotic 

and violent.  But this belies the degree of co-operative behaviour responsible 

for a different set of rules and structures.98  According to one metalhead in 

Jeffrey Arnett’s study of heavy metal music, moshing is “like a huge group 

fight, except no one’s fighting … and in fact what’s amazing is that all this 

goes on and no fights erupt out of it.”99  The fight is not so much between 

fellow moshers, but rather, the fight that they mimic, is their resistance to 

the superficial and conformist values of mainstream society.100 

Similarly, despite their antagonism, the opposition of the two tango dancers 

Pablo and Sally, in Sally Potter’s film The Tango Lesson, is soon subsumed in 

the co-operative necessity of the dance itself.  Pablo castigates a defiant 

Sally: “You should do nothing when you dance.  Just follow.  Follow!  

Otherwise, you block my freedom to move.  You destroy my liberty.  And 

then I cannot dance.  I cannot dance!  I can do nothing.”101  This is hardly the 

give-and-take of rolling or play-fighting that we have just been discussing.  

So, it is quite the contrast when Sally draws on the Jacob wrestling story—

 
96 Karl Friday, “Form/Xing/Kata/Pattern Practice,” in Martial Arts of the World, 138. 
97 Mazer, Professional Wrestling, 4. 
98 See Gabrielle Riches, “Embracing the Chaos: Mosh Pits, Extreme Metal Music and Liminality,” Journal for 
Cultural Research 15.3 (2011), 315-32. 
99 Jeffrey Arnett, Metalheads: Heavy Metal Music and Adolescent Alienation (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 
1996), 83. 
100 Riches, “Embracing the Chaos,” 325, 329-30. 
101 This occurs in the “Ninth Lesson.”  
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courtesy of the Bible and Eugène Delacroix’s Jacob Wrestling with the Angel, 

if you recall—to propose a truce and recommit to dancing with Pablo.102  

Although there are further disagreements, the film ends with Sally dancing 

with Pablo and singing:    

You are me, 

And I am you. 

One is one, 

And one are two. 

The “two” highlights the oppositional symbolism of the tango, with its dance 

movements and counter-movements, and the individual, contentious 

dancers.103  But for all this, it is the co-operative unity of one dance, and the 

singular meshing of bodies in a tight embrace and kiss that dominates.  This 

is in keeping with Potter’s own comment that the “fight” of the tango is not 

really adversarial competition, but rather, the “struggle to connect with your 

partner.”104 

This interpersonal, intercorporeal competition that various dance-like 

activities mimic and symbolise is intrinsically real in play-fighting.  This is 

precisely what draws O’Shea, who is a dance scholar herself, to training in 

combat sport.  “My devotion to martial arts came about because it provides 

what concert dance does not: oppositional, intensely physical interactions 

with human beings.”105  This oppositional interaction recognises the other 

as a partner-competitor with her own (combative) intentions different to 

mine, with whom these intentions can be exchanged in a “respectful” 

space.106  O’Shea refers to various artists and scholars of “agonistic 

democracy” to suggest that this space can represent the possibility of social 

 
102 This occurs in the “Tenth Lesson.” 
103 Relevant here is Ulrike Vollmer’s analysis, which recognises the film’s use of Martin Buber’s dialogical 
philosophy.  See Vollmer, Seeing Film and Reading Feminist Theology, 135-70, 211-31.    
104 Ibid., 215. 
105 O’Shea, Risk, Failure, Play, 3. 
106 Ibid., 14-15. 
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and political behaviour that is also characterised by “disagreement with 

respect.”107 

This focus on the alterity of the other, this one who cannot simply be co-

opted to my will or experience, is actually something that some scholars 

argue Merleau-Ponty neglects in places.  For example, he asserts—as 

mentioned in the previous chapter with the example of the “mother-infant 

flesh”—that we have a shared primordial bodily existence before we are 

separate selves (PP 410; and PrP 118-19).  And he says that “I borrow myself 

from others; I create others from my own thoughts” (S 159).  This, it is 

argued, colonises all sense of difference into a domain of the same, and 

assimilates the other into the self.108   

Even Merleau-Ponty’s frequent image of the two hands reversibly touching 

and touched is criticised for superimposing the self (one hand) upon the 

other (the other hand).  Emmanuel Levinas, who maintains the absolute 

alterity of the other, objects to Merleau-Ponty’s application of the internal 

reversibility of one’s own hands to the reversibility between one’s hand and 

another’s, as in a handshake.109  He doubts that perceptual sensation can 

cross from the “known” (my hand) so that it “immediately coincides with 

what may have been foreign to it” (the other’s hand).110  So, Levinas is 

concerned that “such a ‘relation,’ the ethical relation, is not imposed across 

a radical separation between the two hands, which precisely do not belong 

to the body, nor to a hypothetical or only metaphorical intercorporeality.”111 

But is Merleau-Ponty really guilty of subsuming you into me, reducing the 

two into one, and therefore co-opting potential competition?  He may be in 

places, according to Jack Reynolds, particularly where he overstates our 

 
107 Ibid., 15-18. 
108 Jack Reynolds, “Merleau-Ponty, Levinas, and the Alterity of the Other,” Symposium [formerly Canadian 
Journal of Hermeneutics and Postmodern Thought] 6.1 (2002), 64, 71; and Emmanuel Levinas, 
“Intersubjectivity: Notes on Merleau-Ponty [trans. Michael B. Smith],” in Galen A. Johnson and Michael B. 
Smith, Ontology and Alterity in Merleau-Ponty (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 1990), 57-58.  
109 Levinas, “Intersubjectivity,” 58-59. 
110 Ibid., 59. 
111 Ibid (emphasis original). 
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prior being with others in response to Jean-Paul Sartre’s “master-slave” 

being, a being which is antagonistic to others.112  But in Merleau-Ponty’s 

later philosophy of the “flesh,” he carefully articulates “an independence of 

self and other that involves…overlapping and intertwining with one another, 

but without being reduced to each other.”113   

Reynolds focuses on two key aspects of Merleau-Ponty’s thought here: the 

elusive coincidence of self and other, and the mutual influence of self and 

other.  Contrary to Levinas, while the reversibility of Merleau-Ponty’s two 

hands is “always imminent,” it is never “realised in fact” (VI 147).  As he 

explains: 

the coincidence [of one hand with the other] eclipses at the 

moment of realisation, and one of two things always occurs: 

either my right hand really passes over to the rank of touched, 

but then its hold on the world is interrupted; or it retains its hold 

on the world, but then I do not really touch it—my right hand 

touching, I palpate with my left hand only its outer covering (VI 

147-48). 

The combative play of play-fighters may well sync into something 

resembling a harmonious dance, but it is always the competitive exchange 

of two individuals with their own intentions.  Just what those intentions and 

their actions are is not always clear.  Recall that Chrétien speaks of Jacob’s 

encounter as a combative interaction in which attack and defence dissolve 

into each other.     

This ambiguity, and absence of complete control and certainty characterises 

a play that is variously described as “risky,” “edgy,” and “dark,” and 

foregrounds the experience of vulnerability and the need to trust one 

 
112 Reynolds, “Merleau-Ponty, Levinas, and the Alterity of the Other,” 66; and also, Reynolds, Merleau-Ponty 
and Derrida, 105-17.  
113 Reynolds, “Merleau-Ponty, Levinas, and the Alterity of the Other,” 69. 
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another.114  For example, Brian Sutton-Smith describes teasing play in a 

number of different cultures.  Adults typically tease their children to socialise 

them, forge closer relationships, and teach them resilience.115  In order to 

de-shock their children to live in a harsh environment, the Inuit adults of 

Baffin Island (Canada) taunt them with questions and seemingly cruel 

responses. 

Why don’t you die so I can have your nice shirt? 

Your mother’s going to die.  Look, she cut her finger.  Do you want to 

 come live with me? 

Are you loveable?  Are you really? 

No, you’re not.  You’re no good.116 

Lisa: When I’m guard passing, I pretend I’m twerking.  And I just try to make it 

fun.  Like, I do it with girls, not the guys.  Especially if they get that really 

serious—like, if I can see they’ve got upset over something.  Like then, after 

about a minute, if I’ve got dominated, cos I just accidentally got back in 

mount and da da da.  Then I’ll pull back.  Let them do something.  And then 

laugh and —just to stop that yucky feeling that I know they’re—you know, 

that frustration that you’re just being dominated.  And it’s not—it’s just part 

of it, and you just need to laugh about it.  

Mike: So, Lisa, this teasing and mucking around you do when you roll with other 

women, is it a kind of coping mechanism?  A way of building up resilience? 

Lisa: I didn’t want them to not enjoy it because females have such a hard time, 

and they drop out.  Like, they just drop out like anything.  They come, they 

do—they might hang in there, like—and it’s just grit and nails—hang in there 

for three months cos they’re gonna get there.  And then they give up.  So, I 

 
114 O’Shea, Risk, Failure, Play, 8-9, 35-48.  
115 Sutton-Smith, “Play Theory,” 104-109. 
116 Ibid., 104. 
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always try to be the fun roll for them, especially at [my gym].  That’s, like, 

my role is to try and keep the girls happy and entertained. 

Mike: I was also going to say that these teasings, or shenanigans, also occur in the 

UFC.  For example, light heavyweight Sean O’Connell has blown bubbles, 

taken selfies, and gifted flowers to his opponents during what are typically 

intense weigh-in stare-downs.117  Inside the cage, middleweight Nick Diaz 

momentarily lay down on his side during his fight with the champion 

Anderson Silva.118  J. S. Russell argues that these shenanigans belong to the 

kind of play that can challenge the moral gravity of sport, and therefore open 

up to a richer, fuller human experience.119   

For although play can be competitive, it need not conform to the narrow 

expressions of competition seen in many sporting contests.  The competitive 

challenges of combative play can help us to learn and experience many 

things.  That our opponents make the play-fighting possible, and push us to 

become better.120  That striving to win is not having to win.121  That failure is 

the path to personal growth, but that it can also just be failure full stop.122    

That our limited bodies facilitate the same interactions that end up exposing 

 
117 For these, and other antics, see Mype Sports, “Sean O’Connell – The King of Funny Faceoffs,” YouTube 
Video, 2:18, 20 August 2020, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=On2yr8hbA4Y.  
118 See MasutaGaming, “Nick Diaz Lays Down Against Anderson Silva,” YouTube Video, 0:06, 1 February 2015, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kudauM2l68U. 
119 J. S. Russell, “Play and the Moral Limits of Sport,” in William J. Morgan, ed., Ethics in Sport, 3rd ed. 
(Champaign, IL: Human Kinetics, 2018), 205-21. 
120 This ties in with the distinction between competitors and decompetitors, discussed earlier.  For something 
similar, see Heather Reid’s discussion of competitors as obstacles, facilitators, and friends.  Heather L. Reid, 
The Philosophical Athlete (Durham, NC: Carolina Academic Press, 2002), 170-71.   
121 For a critical discussion of this point, see R. Scott Kretchmar, “Competition, Redemption and Hope,” JPS 
39.1 (2012), 101-16.  
122 O’Shea criticises the view that failure always includes subsequent success.  She says: “In order to truly 
comprehend failure and, paradoxically, in order to experience its benefits, we need to acknowledge that 
failure does not always lead to success.  Sometimes a failure is just a failure.”  See Risk, Failure, Play, 107-26 
(quotation from 111). 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=On2yr8hbA4Y
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kudauM2l68U


 238 

them.123  That we are vulnerable when we open up to attack.124  And that 

our combative play is serious because it is so frivolously fun.125    

All of this is possible because of the way in which self and other really do 

affect each other.  This is the second aspect of Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy 

of intersubjective experience of interest to Reynolds.  You will recall that 

Merleau-Ponty has been criticised for absorbing the other into the self when 

he talks about borrowing himself from others.  However, Reynolds argues 

that this borrowing is always only partial, and that it is something that occurs 

from both sides: the self borrows herself from the other, and the other 

borrows himself from the self.126  This is just another way of saying that our 

perception, our being in the world, and our play-fighting is fundamentally 

interdependent.  We are not locked into ourselves, completely isolated from 

the other, but open to each other insofar as we encroach upon each other, 

and are already other to ourselves.127  Therefore, when we play-fight, we co-

operatively compete with one another as interconnected combatants who 

are still separate selves. 

Well, I think we have thrown around some really valuable ideas and 

experiences about play as it relates to combat sport.  I would now like to pull 

these ideas together and re-present Jacob’s encounter as a play-fight with 

the man-God.   

 
123 At the level of perception, Merleau-Ponty describes how it is our limitations that make experience possible, 
and spur our openness to each other and the world (see Reynolds, Merleau-Ponty and Derrida, 108).  It is our 
limited ranges of motion that make possible the grappling and striking that, in turn, are potentially the means 
by which these limitations are exposed through pain and injury.  Pace Sheets-Johnstone, O’Shea explains how 
this competitive play is a means to explore our vulnerability.  See Risk, Failure, Play, 72-74.       
124 Ibid., 80-81. 
125 In his discussion of the paradoxical serious-not serious nature of play, Shirl Hoffman quotes Lewis Smedes 
who describes “the dialectic of playful seriousness—being seriously involved in something we do not interpret 
as serious business.”  See Shirl James Hoffman, Good Game: Christianity and the Culture of Sports (Waco: 
Baylor University Press, 2010), 276.  See also: Russell, “Play and the Moral Limits of Sport”; the chapter on 
“Play and Absurdity” in Randolph Feezell, Sport, Play, and Ethical Reflection (Urbana, IL: University of Illinois 
Press, 2004), 46-57; and Sutton-Smith’s chapter on frivolous play in The Ambiguity of Play, 201-13.  
126 Reynolds, “Merleau-Ponty, Levinas, and the Alterity of the Other,” 71-73.   
127 Ibid., 72-75. 
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So, let me start with the start.  Jacob is not altogether clear about how his 

play-fight with the man-God starts.  He says that he was a willing participant.  

But he cannot figure out if it started with his nudging or his cheeky shoulder 

bump, or if it was the man-God’s flick on his leg.  After mentioning that Jacob 

is “taken unawares” by the man-God, Avivah Zornberg wonders if “it is Jacob 

who engages with him, or who has conjured the man’s spirit out of the lonely 

air.”128   

Jacob cannot remember who started what all those years ago, play-wrestling 

with his brother Esau.  His mother told him that they were already tussling 

in her womb.  Two brothers playfully pushing and shoving each other in their 

amniotic sac.  Jacob’s overriding impression of play-fighting with the man-

God is the feeling of being totally absorbed in their shared moment.129  The 

warmth of their bodies pressed together.  The sounds of panting and 

laughter.  And the sense of being fully alive and carefree.  All enclosed in a 

womb-like field of play.    

Everyone always talks about Jacob’s injury.  But both of them were sore long 

before that happened.  They just did not feel it, because they were having 

too much fun.  Some people say that the man-God was much better than 

Jacob, and that he was going really easy on Jacob.  Roger Lowther says that 

God was like a sumo wrestler playing with kindergarten children.130  But it 

was not like that.  Or at least it was not that obvious.  There were periods of 

real intensity and singular focus, with both play-fighters matching move for 

counter-move.  And then things just slowed right down, the man-God 

holding on to a position for a little longer, Jacob patiently escaping instead 

of exploding forth.   

 
128 Zornberg, Genesis, 234.  
129 Peter Berger discusses how play has its own eternal “temporal structure,” which is linked to the players’ 
deep joy.  See Peter L. Berger, Rumour of Angels: Modern Society and the Rediscovery of the Supernatural 
(Garden City, NY: Anchor Books, 1970), 58-59.  
130 As quoted in David J. Lu, Overcoming Barriers to Evangelisation in Japan (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2019), 
50-51. 
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In the lulls, the two bantered and larked about.  But they were still play-

fighting.  Both still caught up in the argy-bargy dialogue of their bodies.  Their 

moves flowing in a “communication of force,”131 interspersed with pauses 

and small breaks. Sometimes, Jacob would start coughing or feign 

discomfort to escape from a hold.  But this surprise tactic only worked on 

the man-God a few times.  The man-God would recapture Jacob, but that 

was never easy to do, given how elusive he was.   

With their limbs re-entwined, and heads locked together, the man-God 

would give Jacob some fake praise, complimenting him on jacobing him.132  

Not that Jacob is the only trickster.  The man-God has got out of some tight 

spots himself by tricking Jacob.  But more fundamentally, both have been 

jacobing each other through their feints, shooting for one leg only to grab 

the other.  And pretending to be prone, only to reverse into a stronger 

position.   

This is hardly surprising, given the importance of trickery in play and sport, 

especially in wrestling, which some deem the most “cunning” sport of all.133  

Janet O’Shea is no stranger to this kind of trickery when she spars with her 

partner.134  She says that “[i]t teaches us, in a relatively safe environment, 

how to manage deceit.”135  This of course, is incredibly suggestive for the 

interaction that unfolds, in which Jacob the deceiver appears to be playfully 

manoeuvred into assuming a new identity of model for his people.     

About here, I could include the playful teasing of Jacob by the man-God.  And 

explain that its purpose is to shock Jacob, and to break him down in order to 

 
131 Chrétien, Hand to Hand, 4. 
132 Gordon Wenham notes the phonetic similarity between “he wrestled” (ye’ābaq) and Jacob (ya׳ăqōb( in 
Genesis 32:25.  Therefore, he suggests the translation “he [the man-God] Jacobed him [Jacob]!”  See Wenham, 
Genesis 16-50, 295.  I have reversed the subject, so that Jacob, the trickster himself (see 25:35-36), is doing the 
“jacobing” here.   
133 Previously, I mentioned Plutarch’s assertion that wrestling is the “most cunning of sports.”  See Plutarch, 
Morals, 158-61.   
134 O’Shea, Risk, Failure, Play, 63. 
135 Ibid., 63. 
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rebuild him so that he will be ready to face his feared brother Esau.136  That 

is, the brother he used to play-fight with, before he jacobed him twice over.   

Now, Jacob has a tight hold of the man-God, and the man-God would like to 

be free, but that does not stop him from attacking Jacob with his jibes.  

Why are you holding on to me like a baby? 

You’re not a man. 

You can’t even fight. 

Do you think you are a warrior?  A leader? 

Well then, what is your name? 

What do people call you? 

Nothing, right.  You’re too busy fleeing. 

You’re no fighter.  You’re just a trickster and a liar. 

This is no longer their light repartee, and eventually Jacob comes out with 

his name.  When Jacob hears himself speaking the name Jacob, he hears 

again the man-God’s earlier taunts of his jacobing.  And Jacob recalls the 

others he has jacobed: Laban, Esau, and Isaac—uncle, brother, and father.  

What is your name?  It is the question that haunts Jacob’s deception of his 

father (Genesis 27:18-29).  And it is the question that he answers by stealing 

his brother’s name so that he can steal his blessing (v. 19).   

But is he still grasping for another’s name, at this point in his play-fight with 

the man-God, when he asks to be blessed by him?  Or is he finally asking  for 

the blessing undisguised, and so re-positioning the “weight” of his past in 

this present moment?  In other words, is Jacob asking for the blessing in a 

different way?  Merleau-Ponty describes how the sediment of the past can 

 
136 W. Lee Humphreys’ literary interpretation of the encounter has a ‘God’ whom Jacob has regularly 
“constructed” to advance his causes, attempt to “reconstruct” Jacob.  See W. Lee Humphreys, The Character of 
God in the Book of Genesis: A Literary Appraisal (Louisville: John Westminster Knox Press, 2001), 190-95.      
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continue to shape our experience of the present.  Speaking of a long-term 

inferiority complex, he says: “I have made it my abode, that this past, though 

not a fate, has at least a specific weight and is not a set of events over there, 

at a distance from me, but the atmosphere of my present” (PP 514).137  

So, has the weight of the bodies and words of the two play-fighters really 

shifted the weight of Jacob’s past-present?  Perhaps only the physical 

interactions of something as primordial as play-fighting can open up again a 

past that, although it weighs on the present, is absent from our conscious 

reflection.138  Through this skin-to-skin play-fighting and verbal teasing one 

trickster (the man-God) helps another trickster (Jacob) to ask for the blessing 

face-to-face.139  

Only in asking as the Jacob who has exposed something of his own jacobing 

is he even ready to assume the new name of Israel.   And only in play-fighting 

with the man-God does his awareness of the others he has jacobed become 

an awareness of the Other he has jacobed.  In his survey of the possible 

identity of the one I call the man-God, W. Lee Humphreys concludes that 

“we come to realise that [Jacob’s] life of struggle with all around him is finally 

also a life of extended struggle with God.”140  The “also” is key here insofar 

as the overlap that gives us the man-God does not subsume the man to God, 

or vice versa, but always leaves us with the ambiguity that characterises 

Jacob’s encounter.      

Jacob’s awareness via his play-fighting is not just about past deceptions.  For 

it is intertwined with a sense in which his striving against the man-God has 

also been a striving with the man-God—a striving with those others, Isaac, 

Laban, and Esau, and a striving with the Other.  It also reveals the shifts 

between competition and decompetition, and their impacts on play.  Jacob’s 

 
137 See further, Donald A. Landes, “Memory, Sedimentation, Self: The Weight of the Ideal in Bergson and 
Merleau-Ponty,” in David Morris and Kym Maclaren, eds., Time, Memory, Institution: Merleau-Ponty’s New 
Ontology of Self (Athens, OH: Ohio University Press, 2015), 137-38.  
138 On Merleau-Ponty’s notion of the “past which has never been a present,” see PP 282. 
139 See Anderson, Jacob and the Divine Trickster, 150-60 (quote is from 160).  
140 Humphreys, The Character of God in the Book of Genesis, 192. 
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playful openness makes possible his “seeing” God (as Philo defines the new 

name Israel) or traces of the divine in the other (as Levinas has it), or the 

wonder of the other in him- or herself (as Maurice Blanchot argues).141  

These many ambiguities draw together and open up the many strands of 

Jacob’s combative play.  For the play-fighting and teasing have effectively 

absorbed Jacob and the man-God in an experience that re-plays the past in 

the present, and plays it into the future.  The delightful physical contact 

Jacob has with the man-God in the present moment re-textures his 

childhood playful bond with his twin Esau, in hopeful anticipation of a 

reconciliatory embrace to come (33:4).   

The play-fighting of Jacob and the man-God as I have presented it here is 

boisterous and rough, and maybe a little cruel in the taunts, but it is not 

overly violent.  My description of the play-fighting has not featured 

decompetition, and it has consisted chiefly of wrestling.  But that, of course, 

means that I have left out the man-God’s glaring strike to Jacob’s nuts.   

Now, before I conclude Jacob’s play-fighting with this addition, I would like 

to get your views about the link between striking and violence.  If I recall, 

Kevin, you have already expressed your reservations about striking as the 

weaponising of the body.  So, I take it that for you, grappling is a far less 

violent activity.  Is that how the others of you see it?   

Greg: I always tell guys, you know, “If someone attacks you, you don’t need to beat 

them up.  Take them down.  Hold them down in a lock.  Then you can have 

a conversation.”  For a start, this guy’s not gonna start with you.  He’s gonna 

be like, “Oh crap, this guy’s a ninja.  I’ve tried to hit him and all of a sudden, 

I’m lying on my back.  And he’s gonna break my arm, if I flinch.” 

Luke: But in wrestling you can control in that it’s a contest between two people.  

And the reason puppies and animals do wrestling is that they don’t get hurt.  

 
141 Philo: Dreams 1.129; and Levinas and Blanchot: Fynsk, Last Steps, 46. 
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When the lion cub wrestles, it’s wrestling.  When the lion takes over the 

pride, it bites the head off of all the fucken lion cubs.  That’s violence.  That’s 

different to wrestling.  But you don’t get injured from wrestling, cos it all 

stops when it’s established who’s top dog, without any real damage.  As soon 

as you bring striking into it, it changes.  It changes the parameters of it.  

Wilson: Cos [in] grappling there’s no actual impact, or physical impact.  There’s only 

impact when you’re throwing someone.  And it comes into that nurturing 

aspect, because you’re holding them.  There’s a lot more control.  Whereas 

when you throw a punch, everything’s at the end of this [indicating his fist].  

Or a kick that’s at the end.  From then on, how they receive it is up to them.  

Whereas when you’re grappling, you’re still taking care of that person.  Even 

if it’s a fight, cos you want them to tap out.  You’re not trying to snap their 

neck, break their arm, hip, back.  Whereas with striking, you’re trying to do—

you’re trying to knock someone out.  

Mike: But even though you want the other person to tap, you are still forcing the 

issue, right.  There is still a degree of hurt involved, even with the extra 

control. 

Kevin: Yeah, there’s still pain.  Yes.  Yeah.  No, I agree, and I realise it’s inconsistent.  

I have no problem with that.  [Laughing]   

Mike: I think it is safe to say that there is little or no reservation about grappling 

(wrestling and submission wrestling, like BJJ) being violent.  This is based on 

violence being the infliction of actual pain and harm to the other person.  

Grappling is not violent because it has a high degree of control over this 

violence, whereas in striking it is considerably less.   

In grappling there is double control: first, in the way the person applies the 

submission technique, and second, for the person being submitted, who is 

able to tap to avoid pain or harm.  In striking, there is only the variable 

control of the striker.  When the punch is thrown, it is impossible to retract 

it.  The other person can only evade or brace for impact, as there is no 
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equivalent to tapping.  While grappling and striking include violent 

techniques that can be executed with violent intention, the violence of the 

former is mitigated by its greater control. 

So, what happens to Jacob’s play-fighting with the man-God if I introduce 

striking?  How close does it bring us to the violence of Jacob’s encounter 

previously understood as an MMA-style match?  What effect does it have on 

the relationship between Jacob and the man-God?   

It is possible to reduce the violence and maintain its character as play-

fighting if the striking consists of the “open beats” of R&T play—that is, 

“beating at each other with an open hand without actually hitting.”142  The 

problem is that this does not account for Jacob’s serious injury, which clearly 

indicates that he is struck with the man-God’s strike (Genesis 32:25, 31-32)  

But what if the strike is accidental?  Here the man-God does one shenanigan 

too many, and misjudges a flick to Jacob’s testicles.  Again, this fails to 

account for a clear statement of intent: that the man-God, unable to get the 

better of Jacob, struck him in order to reverse the situation (v. 25). 

Therefore, I propose that the man-God completely disrupts the play-fighting 

to execute a nut shot on Jacob with the intent to harm him.  What started 

as fun, competitive combat play between two willing participants is now 

something that resembles assault.  The unwritten rules are broken, and the 

game is no more.  This is like Mike Tyson biting off a part of Evander 

Holyfield’s ear in their heavyweight boxing match in 1997.143  But unlike 

here, there is no referee—nor should there be one for play-fighting—to 

intervene and disqualify the man-God for his vicious act.   

I think this act is so much starker in the context of play-fighting than MMA.  

In MMA it is a regrettable move in a sport of regulated violence and groin 

 
142 Blurton Jones, “An Ethological Study of Some Aspects of Social Behaviour of Children in Nursery School,” 
450.   
143 Tyson claimed that he was merely reacting to Holyfield’s earlier fouls (head butts).  See Ellis Cashmore, 
Tyson: Nurture of the Beast (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2005), 74-84.   
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protectors.  But in play-fighting, it is the total betrayal of the trust that comes 

with shared vulnerabilities.  In the mix of harmless fighting—at least, 

intentionally—that is play-fighting, this violence is particularly violent for all 

that it undoes.  That the perpetrator is the man-God—however God is 

understood here—makes this extremely troubling.  It is certainly far more of 

a concern than the possible interpretation that it is the man-God who is 

defeated by Jacob. 

Perhaps the problem here is the element of competition, which I have 

acknowledged as part of play.  Jacob and the man-God begin play-fighting, 

but somehow the competitive aspect takes over, or rather, transforms into 

the war-like, enemy-focused experience of decompetition.  Suddenly or 

gradually, the man-God becomes dissatisfied with just the intercorporeal 

experience of play-fighting and instead seeks to wield his body to prevail 

over Jacob’s body.  This runs completely counter to Roger Caillois’ 

description of the way that play “illustrates competition in which rivalry does 

not survive the encounter.”144  For Jacob is both injured and finally re-named 

as the rival of the man-God.  The gross intrusion of the strike to his nuts 

besmirches his new name from what could have been Israel “the play-fighter 

with God and with humans” to Israel “the fighter against God and against 

humans.”  

I have already mentioned how Merleau-Ponty argues that having a body 

makes it possible to have a world.  Our bodies make it possible to interact 

with others intimately in a shared corporeality.  But the contingencies and 

mutual encroachments of our bodies also make violence inevitable.  

Merleau-Ponty points out that we cannot denounce violence from some 

transcendent moral position because, as embodied creatures, we jointly 

inhabit a world where we make it possible (HT 109).  As M. C. Dillon explains, 

“Only if we were disembodied consciousnesses could we have the choice to 

 
144 Caillois, Man, Play and Games, 58.  
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be pure, that is, the choice not to violate others by imposing our will upon 

theirs in a manner contrary to their interests and wishes.”145 

It would appear then, that the potential for violence of embodied humans, 

such as Jacob, applies no less to the human-divine figure, who is also 

embodied.  It is interesting that recent studies on divine anthropomorphism 

(which I discussed in chapter 2) have not considered this link between 

embodiment and its infliction and suffering of violence.  Although divine 

embodiment is not in view, the following statement by Andreas Nordlander 

is highly suggestive.  He says: “The influence of God upon created things 

should therefore not be construed like that of the influence of created things 

upon each other, which arguably always contains an element of violence.”146  

Nordlander is contrasting here the Christian belief in the transcendent God 

with Merleau-Ponty’s understanding of an immanence that is closed to such 

a possibility.147  He concludes that “the unfolding sense of the world in no 

way implies a rejection of creation ex nihilo and the concomitant notion of 

divine transcendence.”148  

God—or the ambiguous man-God—it would seem, is little different to the 

man Jacob with whom he interacts.  Both, as embodied creatures in close 

proximity, are fated to eventually violate one another.  For all its promise, 

all physical play will at some point boil over into violence—from a solidarity 

of the flesh to a corporeal master-slave conflict.  But is this really the reason 

the man-God struck Jacob?  And if it is, why did Jacob not reciprocate in kind 

with a Mike Tyson-type move while he held him?  What insights do we gain 

about violent acts from such a broad explanation—namely, that we have 

bodies, and in close contact, this is just what happens?  Does this response 

make Tyson’s savage foul any more understandable?  Or are we still faced 

with the predicament, as Ellis Cashmore puts it: “Everyone knows what 

 
145 Dillon, The Ontology of Becoming and the Particularity of Ethics, 142. 
146 Andreas Nordlander, “The Wonder of Immanence: Merleau-Ponty and the Problem of Creation,” MT 29.2 
(2013), 108. 
147 Ibid., 106-108. 
148 Ibid., 123 (emphasis original). 
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happened on the night of June 28, 1997.  No one actually knows why.  Not 

even Tyson himself, it seems.”149 

Conclusion 

Jacob’s encounter with the man-God understood as either an MMA bout or play-fighting 

helps us to see the significance of their wrestling as it intersects with violence.  In both, 

Jacob and the man-God are able to join together to resist one another in co-operative 

competition.  This is an immersive experience in which bodies interact in the 

development of (combat) skills and whereby vulnerabilities can be shared and nurtured.  

Within their agonistic space, Jacob and the man-God can maintain their individual 

identities in their resistance toward each other.  This respect for difference is actually 

something Merleau-Ponty affirms in his image of the two hands that appear to 

transpose, but never fully coincide.  This avoids a co-opting of the other by the self, to 

turn what is different into the same. 

Of course, play-fighting differs markedly from MMA in its absence of intentional harm.  

When the man-God strikes Jacob, he undoes the play that binds them together.  This is 

also problematic in MMA, not so much as violence per se, but because it lies outside its 

regulated violence.  As it is, not all see MMA as violent because it is freely consented to 

by the training partners and fighters.  In this respect, it clearly differs from many 

instances of street-fighting and war.  The latter are not the violence of Jacob’s 

encounter, for Jacob and the man-God are fighters, not street thugs or soldiers intent 

on killing one another. 

The MMA cage is a confined space in which encroaching bodies may well play out 

Merleau-Ponty’s bleak observation that violence is our lot, more or less.  And while I do 

not see Jacob and the man-God completely avoiding this actuality, they can choose to 

mitigate its effects.  In the scenario of Jacob fighting Esau, we can say that although the 

flesh he shares with his brother is not a prescriptive ethic, he can launch from it to strive 

 
149 Cashmore, Tyson, 74. 



 249 

with him for his good instead of his demise—something that has obvious implications 

for the larger story of Jacob.    
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Chapter 8: Conclusion: The End of the Fights 

I am now back home from the MMA show, and I have some time to reflect on the 

conversations I had with the others.  I have learned a lot, and I now have a much clearer sense 

of the significance of wrestling in Jacob’s encounter with the man-God.  I will start this chapter 

with a brief review of my objectives in this study, the text and its reception history, my 

research findings, and the contribution my study makes.  Then, I will discuss the limitations of 

my study, and make some suggestions about directions for future research.    

Main Research Findings 

The primary purpose of this study has been to consider the significance of the wrestling in 

Jacob’s encounter with the man-God (Genesis 32:24-32).  The activity of wrestling is unusual, 

as it is a key feature of an encounter which is foundational to the people of Israel, yet barely 

occurs elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible.  Nevertheless, it is a point of great interest in the 

reception history of Jacob’s encounter, where it has generated much discussion around its 

nature and what it means for Jacob—including his descendants—and the man-God. 

In order to focus on the wrestling, I have defined it as something approximating combat sport.  

This has highlighted its physicality and the corporeality of its two combatants.  To examine 

these aspects of Jacob’s combative encounter, I have utilised Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s 

philosophy of the body and his related ontology of the “flesh.”  Together, they present a 

picture of our existence as one that is fundamentally embodied, and interconnected with all 

other bodies and the world, in a dynamic relationship of identity-in-difference—or simply, 

“flesh.”  In addition to its utility for understanding our intercorporeal existence, I have used 

Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy as an approach to “wrestling” my way back into Jacob’s 

encounter.  Hence, over a four-month period, I interviewed 31 participants of combat sport, 

while also training and competing in BJJ.  In conversation and training, we have explored the 

intersection of combat sport with the body, gender and sexuality, and violence, as well as its 

potential for some kind of spiritual experience.  

Out of my encounters with fellow combat sport participants, and in interaction with the 

earlier encounters of reception history, I have been able to demonstrate several points about 
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the significance of the wrestling in Jacob’s encounter with the man-God.  First, the wrestling 

facilitates and expresses the embodied relationality between Jacob and the man-God.  

Wrestling does this because it is a physical activity between two people.  Jacob is alone, and 

then he wrestles with the man-God.  This, of course, says very little about the significance of 

wrestling if it is compared with a number of other activities that also involve two people, such 

as dancing. 

The next point then, is that the embodied relationality that wrestling facilitates and expresses 

is characterised by Merleau-Ponty’s concept of the “flesh.”  The significance of wrestling is 

not so much in what it tells us about the body, or gender and sexuality, or violence.  Again, 

other activities are also able to do this.  What is significant about wrestling is the way it 

manifests the body’s encroachment and separation.  In wrestling, bodies are built up when 

they come together, but they may also break down and end up being separated—as 

individuals or from each other as wrestling partners/competitors.  This encroachment and 

separation, which occurs in the “depth” of the “flesh,” is also reversible.  Every body that is 

being built up in wrestling is also being broken down in niggles and injuries, while every 

broken body is mending and being built up.  No body is ever completely one or the other, but 

rather, somewhere on the boundary between the two.  

So, now the significance of the wrestling is that it facilitates and expresses an embodied 

relationality that manifests both encroachment and separation.  But is this enough?  Once 

again, this could just as easily apply to other activities, such as dancing.  What is required is a 

further point that specifies the dominant quality of this encroachment and separation—and 

that is, the reversible embrace and resistance.  This now gives us the significance of the 

wresting as the following: it facilitates and expresses an embodied relationality that manifests 

both encroachment and separation, specifically as embrace and resistance.   

The difference between wrestling thus understood and dancing is that in the former, the 

embrace and resistance are inherently connected, whereas in the latter they are oppositional.  

In wrestling, active resistance is structured into its very embrace-like holds.  Jacob resists the 

man-God by holding on to him as tightly as two lovers embracing.  Jacob and the man-God 

embrace in resistance and resist in their embrace.  In contrast, while the embrace fits with 

the nature of dance as co-operative movement, active resistance not only threatens it, but 
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ultimately destroys it.  If Jacob actively resists the man-God’s desire to dance, then it is 

destroyed before it can even begin.  As much as there are moments when two skilled 

wrestlers look like they are dancing, their intentions to actively resist one another means that 

the “dance” is always very fleeting.     

The significance of the wrestling, then, is its function to include both embrace and resistance, 

or rather, embrace-resistance and resistance-embrace.  But what does this actually make 

possible for Jacob and the man-God in their encounter?  How does this function problematise 

their interaction?  And how does it shape the larger story of Jacob?  

What the embrace-resistance of wrestling makes possible for Jacob and the man-God is a 

posture of guarded openness.  This is a bodily stance and a bodily attitude.  The trusting 

trickery of wrestling is replayed in their dialogue, where Jacob accepts and manipulates, and 

the man-God gives and withholds.  Jacob receives a new name in place of his old shadowy 

one, and immediately attempts to procure the man-God’s name.  The man-God offers Jacob 

a new name, only to withhold his own.  Jacob sees this man-God face-to-face, yet we are 

never sure who he is.  Nor are we any clearer about the identity of Jacob who becomes Israel, 

yet continues to also be called Jacob.  Jacob and the man-God are like two hands so tightly 

pressed they almost merge into each other, only to slip away again. 

The dynamic of embrace-resistance that is so concrete in the encounter is the dynamic of 

Jacob’s life.  Michael Fishbane is correct to characterise Jacob’s whole life as one of struggle.1  

But this struggle is never solely a struggle against.  In every struggle against—whenever he 

resists—Jacob is also struggling with.  When Jacob struggles against Esau at the very beginning 

of his life, he struggles with him in the womb.  And when Jacob struggles against Laban, he 

struggles with his uncle and the father of his wives.  There is never a struggle against that is 

not also a struggle with, because this is the embrace-resistance dynamic inherent in the 

wrestling that crystalises Jacob’s other struggles.   

This dynamic allows for the connection between Jacob and the man-God, as well as their 

individual integrity.  The connection comes from their close proximity, while the space 

between them allows them to have their own experiences.  But this embrace-resistance also 

 
1 Fishbane, Biblical Text and Texture, 54-55. 
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problematises their interaction.  While the embrace-resistance dynamic can manifest as the 

physical intimacy of Jacob play-fighting with the man-God, it can very easily deteriorate into 

one of them striking the other.  There is nothing within the dynamic that is able to 

automatically preclude it from becoming extremely resistant, and therefore violent; the same 

potential for physical intimacy is also the potential for violence.  This has challenging 

implications, particularly if we accept that the reason for the potential of play-fighting to 

become violent is because it already has some sense of violence in it.     

As with play-fighting and violence, there is also a contingency about the experience of 

embodied spirituality.  At the opposite ends of the embrace-resistance continuum, embodied 

spirituality can be either embraced or resisted.  In their wrestling, Jacob can experience a 

deep sense of corporeal communion with the man-God, or alternatively, he can just focus on 

beating the man.  It is never a given that in such a physical encounter, the body—being what 

it is—cannot but experience the sacred.  For we are not just talking about an objective body 

driven by instinct, but a lived body that, while it is of the “flesh” of the world, is also able to 

make choices.  Jacob can choose to speak of only a man to beat, or a man in whom he glimpses 

something of the invisible, and decides to call him God. 

In this study, I have demonstrated that the significance of the wrestling in Jacob’s encounter 

is that it facilitates and expresses an embodied relationality that manifests both 

encroachment and separation, specifically as embrace and resistance.  This comes with both 

positive and negative potentials, that impinge upon the lived bodies of Jacob and the man-

God, but that they are also able to respond to in their own way. 

This study makes several contributions to the fields of Biblical Studies and Sport Studies, 

specifically the new discipline of Martial Arts Studies.  Although there are a growing number 

of theological and New Testament studies that interact with Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy, 

there are very few in Hebrew Bible studies.2  The sustained use of his philosophy in my 

 
2 For theological studies, see Nordlander, “The Wonder of Immanence: Merleau-Ponty and the Problem of 
Creation”; Edgar, Things Seen and Unseen; and Christopher Ben Simpson, Merleau-Ponty and Theology 
(London: Bloomsbury, 2014); and Mayra Rivera, Poetics of the Flesh (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 
2015).  For New Testament studies, see James H. Charlesworth, “Polanyi, Merleau-Ponty, Arendt, and the 
Foundation of Biblical Hermeneutics,” in Jože Krašovec, ed., The Interpretation of the Bible (The International 
Symposium in Slovenia) (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1998), 1541-46; and Rose Ellen Dunn, Finding 
Grace with God: A Phenomenological Reading of the Annunciation (Eugene, OR: Pickwick Publications, 2014).  
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approach aims to address this gap.  My study also aims to make a contribution to research 

into the relationship between martial arts and spirituality.  Although there are already a 

number of previous studies that focus on traditional martial arts, there are only a handful on 

the relatively new combat sports of MMA and BJJ, and none of these refer to the great 

wrestler of the Hebrew Bible.3  

Limitations   

This study benefited from a breadth in the data due to a good number of participants.  This 

provided a diversity of experiences and perspectives.  However, I think a better trade-off 

would have been ten fewer participants and consequently more time to conduct interviews 

in greater depth.  This became increasingly apparent with the eight interviews that were 

conducted two and sometimes three times.  These interviews were less static, as participants 

had further opportunities to consider complex issues and revisit earlier responses.  Having 

multiple interviews with a smaller number of participants would have been more in keeping 

with Merleau-Ponty’s stress on returning to the questions, and the practice in combat sport 

of repeating techniques and rolling again … and again. 

One of the other limitations was the number of participants who were unfamiliar with the 

Jacob wrestling encounter.  I tried various things to get around this, such as informing 

participants before and during the interviews, but short responses to the encounter questions 

indicated a lack of confidence or reluctance.  This meant that a number of participants were 

unable to enrich this part of the interview with their own interpretations.   

Future Directions 

I would suggest that my study be developed further in three directions.  The first is that Jacob 

and the man-God’s wrestling as described in this study should receive more detailed 

comparison with other interactive physical activities in the Hebrew Bible.  The purpose would 

be to see if in fact the embrace-resistance dynamic is something unique to the wrestling.  The 

 
For Hebrew Bible studies, references to Merleau-Ponty occur in Yael Avrahami, The Senses of Scripture: 
Sensory Perception in the Hebrew Bible (New York: T & T Clark, 2012).        
3 See Schapira, “God’s Warriors”; and Gever, “Jesus Didn’t Tap.” 
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best comparable activity would be dance, which I have contrasted with wrestling, but not in 

the detail it merits.  This could be done with a similar approach to this study, with a strong 

focus on the body, along with an ethnography of dancers.    

A second avenue for potential research is analysing the embrace-resistance dynamic in the 

activity of prayer understood as “wrestling with God.”  This would examine to what extent 

the encounter has influenced other activities and practices.  In particular, it would focus on 

the way in which the wrestling-specific embrace-resistance dynamic has shaped other 

activities.  Such an investigation would be ideal for reassessing the materiality of prayer.  This 

could also be an opportunity to bring in Merleau-Ponty, whose philosophy has not featured 

in this area as much as other phenomenologists.4   

Even further afield, a study like this could be extended to compare the wrestling as described 

in Jacob’s encounter with the wrestling of another folk figure.  There are a number of such 

figures that would make for fruitful analysis.  I have already mentioned Esther Hamori’s 

comparison of Jacob with Gilgamesh, but there is also Herakles, Krishna, and Muhammad.  

Would such a comparison also show up the embrace-resistance dynamic in, say Krishna’s 

wrestling?  And if so, how would it manifest?  More playfully?  Or more violently?  What would 

account for this?  How might this help us to re-read Jacob’s wrestling encounter?  

Last Words 

So, it appears that my fights are really over.  No doubt there will be more to come.  But for 

now, I have wrested my share of insights from the vacant and fecund space of Jacob’s 

wrestling encounter in Genesis.  I have learned from the reception history and, together with 

my fellow participants of combat sport, I have now added to it.  I have shown that the 

wrestling is an integral part of Jacob’s encounter with the man-God.  And that the significance 

of this wrestling is that it facilitates and expresses an embodied relationality that manifests 

both encroachment and separation, specifically as embrace and resistance.  

    

 
4 See Bruce Ellis Benson and Norman Wirzba, eds., The Phenomenology of Prayer (New York: Fordham 
University Press, 2005). 
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Appendix A: Interview Schedule 
 

Sample of Questions for Semi-structured Interview of 
Combat Sport (CS) Practioner 

 
A. Basic Info: 

1. Your name is _________, right?  Is that how you like to be called? 

2. How old are you? 

3. What is your ethnicity/ethnicities? 

4. What work do you do? 

5. What is the highest degree or level of school you have completed? 

6. What is your marital status? 

7. Do you have any children? 

8. How would you describe your spirituality? 

 

B. Background: 
1. How long have you been involved in CS? 

2. How often do you train per week? 

3. Is this the main gym you train at? 

4. Are you involved in any other sports, recreational activities? 

5. How would you describe your involvement in combat sport: a) recreational 

participant; b) amateur fighter; c) professional fighter; and/or d) coaching? 

6. How did you get involved in CS? 

 

C. Body Subject: 
1. How do you feel when you are training? 

2. What do you like about training? 

3. What do you dislike about training? 

4. Have you experienced any injuries as a result of CS training and/or fighting? 

5. Are you concerned about injuring yourself? 

6. Which of your senses do you think is most important to your CS training and/or 

fighting? 

7. Which of your senses do you think is least important to your training and/or 

fighting? 

8. What do you think is the ideal body type of someone doing CS? 

 

D. Intersubjective Bodies: 
1. How important do you think drilling and sparring/rolling with others is? 

2. How do you feel when you get hit by your training partner or have to tap to 

him/her?   

3. Are you aware of others when you are training? 

4. What do you think of women doing combat sport? 
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5. How do you feel about training with someone of the opposite sex? 

6. What are your thoughts about gay and transgender CS practioners and fighters? 

 

E. Bodily Reality: 
1. How does your CS training influence your daily life? (How would your life be 

different if you no longer did CS?) 

2. Why do you think CS, especially MMA, has become so popular? 

3. What do you think about kids doing MMA? 

4. Do you think MMA has a place in schools? 

5. There are some websites that refer to “combat spirituality.”  What do you think 

that might mean?   

6. Do you think CS and spirituality can go together?   

7. What do you think of churches that host MMA fight events? 

8. Are you familiar with the Bible story of Jacob wrestling with God?  What do you 

think this story might contribute to a discussion about CS and spirituality? 

 

F. Miscellaneous: 
1. Is there anything you would like to add about your experience of CS? 

2. Do you have any questions for me? 
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Appendix B: Participant Information Sheet (PIS) 

Participant Information Sheet 

 

Project Title: Jacob Wrestles the man-God: An Embodied Reading of Genesis 32:24-32 

Researcher: Mike Meyer 

 
Dear Participant, 

My name is Mike Meyer and I am a PhD student in Theology at the University of Auckland, under the 

supervision of Dr. Caroline Blyth (Theology) and Dr. David Mayeda (Sociology).  I am conducting 

research on the meaning practioners of combat sport derive from their practice in the sport and its 

techniques.  I currently train in basic MMA and am a blue belt in Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu (BJJ) at Auckland 

MMA under Hamish Robertson and Van Do.    

Purpose of Project: Various news reports and studies have highlighted the remarkable growth of the 

relatively new sport of MMA.  This project sets out to explore some of the factors responsible for this 

growth, including the meaning it gives to its practitioners, as well as the possibility it offers of an 

embodied spirituality.  The research data from this project will be used to inform and illustrate my 

contemporary, embodied reading of the biblical story of Jacob wrestling God.  This ancient story 

attests to the age-old connection between combat sports or martial arts and spirituality. 

Invitation: You have been asked to participate in this project as someone who regularly trains in 

combat sport.   

Project Procedures: If you agree, you will be asked to take part in an interview which will take about 

90 minutes.  The interview includes questions about you, such as demographic information, your 

involvement in combat sport, your bodily experiences in combat sport, and how these experiences 

might contribute to a sense of meaning and even spirituality.  The interview, and any subsequent 

meetings, can be conducted in a private area at your gym or at another venue of your choice (e.g., 

café or office).  With your permission, the interview will be audio-recorded and transcribed to 

computer files.  You may stop the interview at any time if you do not wish to answer a question or 

wish to discontinue from the study entirely without penalty. 

Anonymity and Confidentiality: Any information that you provide in the interview that could be linked 

to you will remain confidential, meaning neither your name nor any other identifiable information will 

ever be disseminated as part of this research.  This includes extracts from the interviews that appear 

in any publications. 

Right to Withdraw from Participation: Participation in this project is voluntary, and you may withdraw 

at any time without comment or penalty.  Should you withdraw, your research data will be destroyed, 

and it will not be included in any publications.   

Data Storage: Your information or data will be securely stored at the University of Auckland for up to 

6 years before being permanently erased.  Any hard copy data will be stored in a locked cabinet, and 

computer files will be stored on a secure computer system.  
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Research Concerns: 

For more information about the research, please contact the Principal Investigator, Mike 
Meyer (mmey005@aucklanduni.ac.nz), or the Head of Department (Associate Professor 
Malcolm Campbell, mc.campbell@auckland.ac.nz). 

For any queries regarding ethical concerns, you may contact the Chair, The University of 

Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee, The University of Auckland, Research Office, 
Private Bag 92019, Auckland 1142. Telephone 09 373-7599 ext. 83711. Email: ro-
ethics@auckland.ac.nz.  

Approved by The University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee on [06-June-

2015] for three years, Reference Number [#014729]. 

 

 

mailto:mmey005@aucklanduni.ac.nz
mailto:mc.campbell@auckland.ac.nz
mailto:ro-ethics@auckland.ac.nz
mailto:ro-ethics@auckland.ac.nz
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Appendix C: Consent Form (CF) 

Consent Form 

This form will be held for a period of up to 6 years 

Project Title: Jacob Wrestles the man-God: An Embodied Reading of Genesis 32:24-32  

Researcher: Mike Meyer   

I have read the Participant Information Sheet (PIS), and have understood the nature of the research 

and why I have been selected.  I have had the opportunity to ask questions and have them answered 

to my satisfaction.  

By signing below, I am showing that I have read the information provided and that:  

➢ I voluntarily agree to participate in an individual interview, which will be audio-recorded. 

➢ I understand that I may withdraw my consent to participate at any time from the interview 
without penalty. 

➢ I understand that my decision to withdraw will not affect my treatment in any way from the 
research team, and any information I have provided will be omitted entirely from the study. 

➢ I understand my confidentiality cannot be completely guaranteed. 

 

 

Research Participant’s Name [please print]: ______________________________________    

 

Research Participant’s Signature: ___________________________ Date:  ______________   

 

Thank you for your help with this research project.   

A copy of this form will be given to you. 

 

For more information about the research, please contact the Principal Investigator, Mike 
Meyer (mmey005@aucklanduni.ac,nz), or the Head of Department (Associate Professor 
Malcolm Campbell, mc.campbell@auckland.ac.nz). 

For any queries regarding ethical concerns, you may contact the Chair, The University of 

Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee, The University of Auckland, Research Office, 
Private Bag 92019, Auckland 1142. Telephone 09 373-7599 ext. 83711. Email: ro-
ethics@auckland.ac.nz.  

Approved by The University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee on [06-June-

2015] for three years, Reference Number [#014729]. 

 

 

 

mailto:mmey005@aucklanduni.ac,nz
mailto:mc.campbell@auckland.ac.nz
mailto:ro-ethics@auckland.ac.nz
mailto:ro-ethics@auckland.ac.nz
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Appendix D: Advertisements 

Poster 1: 

Mixed Martial Arts (MMA) is considered by some to be the world’s 

fastest growing sport.   

 

A PhD student in Theology from the University of Auckland with an 

interest in combat sport is conducting research into the role of the 

body in combat sport and its importance to making meaning and 

spirituality.   

If you are interested in participating in this research there will be one 

interview session of about 90 minutes.  You will be asked to describe 

your involvement in combat sport, as well as reflect on how you use 

your body in it and on what effects combat sport training and/or 

fighting has on your life and beliefs. All interviewees will be 

compensated with a $20 petrol voucher for their time and 

contributions. 

If you would like to participate, please contact: 

Mike Meyer mmey005@aucklanduni.ac.nz  

Approved by The University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee on [06-June-

2015] for three years, Reference Number [#014729]. 

mailto:mmey005@aucklanduni.ac.nz
http://www.google.co.nz/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CAcQjRw&url=http://tsk.com/mixed-martial-arts/&ei=f8cAVbzPNIbHmwX2noGoDQ&bvm=bv.87920726,d.dGY&psig=AFQjCNGdaRVhwuEbmuOJXunUBdKYrJEn_Q&ust=1426200710208218
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Poster 2: 

Interested in joining this study, but just want to know a bit more? 

 

The interview focuses on two main things: (1) how your body is involved in 

your practice of combat sport (e.g. MMA, BJJ, boxing, kick-boxing, 

wrestling, etc.); and (2) how this bodily practice contributes to a sense of 

meaning or spirituality in your life. 

The interview includes a range of questions to do with you, your 

background in combat sport, awareness of your body in combat sport, your 

body interacting with other bodies, and how all this leads to some sort of 

embodied experience of spirituality. 

Here are a sample of questions in the interview: 

• How old are you? 

• How would you describe your spirituality? 

• How did you get involved in combat sport? 

• What do you like or dislike about training and/or fighting? 

• Which of your bodily senses do you think is most important to your 

combat sport training and/or fighting? 

• How do you feel when you get hit by your training partner or have to tap 

to him/her? 

• Do you think combat sport and spirituality can go together? 

If you would like to participate in an interview, please contact: 

Mike Meyer mmey005@aucklanduni.ac.nz  

Approved by The University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee on [06-June-

2015] for three years, Reference Number [#014729]. 

mailto:mmey005@aucklanduni.ac.nz
http://www.google.co.nz/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CAcQjRw&url=http://tsk.com/mixed-martial-arts/&ei=f8cAVbzPNIbHmwX2noGoDQ&bvm=bv.87920726,d.dGY&psig=AFQjCNGdaRVhwuEbmuOJXunUBdKYrJEn_Q&ust=1426200710208218


 263 

Appendix E: Participants’ Profiles 

 

Pseudonym Age Sex Ethnicity Qualification(s) Work/Study Spirituality/ 
Religion 

Combat Sport Involvement 

Corey 34 M Pākehā Postgraduate Nursing 
Certificate 

Emergency 
nurse 

Agnostic but spiritual Professional MMA fighter 

Ash 44 F Asian 
American 

Bachelor of Science in 
Computer Engineering 

BJJ coach & 
software 
company 
owner 

Spiritual seeker Professional and amateur 
fighter & coach  

Stuart 44 M Pākehā None Stay home dad Something out there Amateur fighter 

Oliver 41 M Pākehā  None MMA coach & 
personal 
trainer 

Non-religious Professional MMA fighter & 
coach 

Tyrone 35 M Scottish, 
Pākehā, Māori 

Studying Bachelor of 
Education 

Studying & 
part-time 
customer 
services 

Non-religious but 
something out there 

Amateur muay Thai fighter 

Cecil 32 M Pākehā None Wrestling 
coach 

Non-Christian, believe 
there is a greater power 

Wrestler, BJJ competitor, & 
coaching 

Elliot 26 M Malaysian Diploma of Sports and 
Recreation 

Personal 
trainer 

Raised Christian, pursues a 
spirituality of peacefulness 

Professional MMA fighter 

Keyon 50 M Iranian, 
English 

Hospital-training & 
university papers 

Community 
mental health 
nurse 

Believe in God but not 
institutional religion 

Amateur fighter & coaching 

Noah 27 M Pākehā Bachelor of Business Engineering 
company 

Interested to talk about it Recreational BJJ 

Cameron 36 M Pākehā Bachelor of Arts in Film, 
Media and TV 

Building 
management 
and 

Agnostic who recognises 
smallness in vastness of 
universe 

Amateur fighter & 
recreational BJJ 
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maintenance 
company 
owner 

Jeffrey 50 M Pākehā Master’s Degree in 
Business Administration  

College 
guidance 
counsellor 

Christian with Buddhist 
concepts 

Recreational MMA, BJJ & 
coaching 

Ayana 23 F Indian NZer Studying Business Degree  Studying & 
part-time 
retail 

Aware of something but 
not overly committed 

Recreational MMA 

Andrew 44 M Pākehā, 
maybe also bit 
Māori  

None  MMA coach Christian Professional fighter & 
coaching 

Toa 35 M Samoan Some university study  Resolutions 
co-ordinator 

Raised Mormon, spirituality 
focused on being 
connected 

Amateur MMA fighter 

Tony 35 M Pākehā None  Builder Open-minded, nature Recreational MMA 

Logan 41 M Brazilian Studied some Philosophy 
at university  

BJJ coach Non-religious, pantheistic BJJ competitor & coaching 

Wayne 33 M Pākehā Electrical registration  Electrician Non-religious, finding sense 
of calm 

Aspiring amateur MMA fighter 

Tama 35 M Cook Island 
Māori  

Bachelor of Commerce Youth worker 
for social 
services 

Being one with self & 
balanced with nature 

Professional MMA fighter & 
coaching 

Robert 37 M Pākehā PhD Researcher Spirituality that recognises 
essential life force 

Amateur MMA fighter, 
wrestling & BJJ competitor 

Lawrence 49 M European 
South African 

Master’s Degree in Public 
Administration 

Insurance risk 
manager 

Practising Catholic Recreational BJJ 

Amy 34 F Samoan NZer Retail Bachelor of 
Visual Arts 

Believes in energy between 
people 

Amateur MMA fighter & BJJ 
competitor 

Dean 39 M Pākehā Firefighter Postgraduate 
Diploma in 
Science 

Difficult to describe Amateur muay Thai fighter & 
recreational BJJ 
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Luke 54 M English, Welsh Personal trainer, some 
stunt work 

Personal 
Trainer 
Certificate 

Spirituality: something 
bigger than self that is 
known by many names 

Professional MMA fighter 

Rick 22 M Filipino Studying Studying 
Bachelor of 
Science 

Christian & spiritual Recreational MMA 

Greg 32 M European 
South African 

Coaching & youth work Fitting & 
Welding 
Certificate 

Christian Amateur MMA fighter & 
coaching 

Joshua 22 M Māori, Welsh-
English 

Coaching & youth work None Christian Amateur MMA fighter & 
coaching 

Martin 31 M Argentinian Māori carver Studied some 
papers at 
university 

Spirituality: connection 
between mind and soul 

BJJ competitor 

Wilson 27 M Chilean Technical sales Level 4 
Electrical 
Engineering 

Spirituality: curiosity about 
how things work 

Recreational MMA & BJJ  

Lisa 38 F Pākehā Personal trainer Bachelor of 
Science in 
Human 
Nutrition 

Spirituality: something 
more than self 

Amateur MMA fighter & BJJ 
competitor 

Tim 57 M Māori, 
Scottish 

Logistics Logistics 
papers 

Spirituality: how to conduct 
oneself 

Recreational MMA 

Kevin 41 M Pākehā Researcher PhD Christian, with mindfulness Recreational BJJ 
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