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Prologue: At the Well
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I am old.

This is the first thought that comes to me every morning when I open my eyes. My bones tell me before anything else. My knees, the joints of my fingers, and above all my right hip—ever since that being touched my hip socket at the Jabbok, I have never walked quite straight—they remind me that I am no longer young.

But I know this.

Age is not a number. It is the count of one’s wounds.

My name is Jacob. And this is my story.

—   —   —
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The first time I saw the well at Haran, I was already living two lives at once. The life inside my mother’s womb—from the moment I came into the world second, grasping the heel of Esau, I had always been trying to catch up to something—and the life of a fugitive.

The well was large and round. Three flocks of sheep were gathered around it, and the shepherds said they were waiting because a great stone blocked the opening and they could not move it until all the flocks had arrived.

I asked them:

“Where are you from?”

“From Haran.”

“Do you know Laban, the grandson of Nahor?”

“We know him well.”

And then it happened. A young woman was driving her sheep toward us.

In that moment I understood something. Certain moments in life arrive without warning. As a ladder descends from heaven, as an angel appears out of darkness, love waits for you at a well.

I moved the great stone by myself.

People would later say it was a miracle. But I know the truth. It was not a miracle. It was desire. And desire is sometimes stronger than a miracle.

—   —   —
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Living this long, I have learned a few things.

First: we get what we want. Just not in the way we expect.

Second: one who deceives will surely be deceived. This is not a curse. It is an education. The universe holds up a mirror to show us ourselves.

Third: it is only in losing a wrestling match that we receive a new name. It is not victory that makes us. It is defeat. Or more precisely—it is enduring defeat that makes us.

I learned all of this with my body, not my mind. With blood and tears and sweat.

Now I am on my way down to Egypt. My son Joseph is there. The child I thought I had lost long ago—the child I knew I had lost and yet could not truly search for—has become the prime minister of Egypt and waits for me there.

The universe returns what is lost.

Just not in the form you were expecting.

—   —   —
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I am writing this story not for you. I am writing it for myself. For an old man to look back on his life, no matter how stormy that life has been, is not self-pity. It is a duty.

We who have survived have a duty to tell the truth to those who come after.

I stole a birthright. I deceived my father. I fled. I loved. I was deceived. I fled again. I wrestled. I lost. I won.

And now I am here.

Limping, yes. But bearing a new name.

No longer Jacob. Israel.

—   —   —
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Listen.

This is the story of the one who grasped the heel.

Part One
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The One Who Grasps the Heel
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The Sons of Genesis

Chapter 1
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Two Children Were Fighting
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Rebekah prayed while she was pregnant.

The children were fighting inside her womb. It was not ordinary movement. She knew. A mother knows. This mother especially—carrying children conceived through prayer after twenty years of barrenness—knew that some kind of war was beginning inside her body.

“Two nations are in your womb, and two peoples from within you will be separated. One people will be stronger than the other, and the older will serve the younger.”

That was the answer she received in prayer.

I have thought about this story for a long time.

What if my mother had not heard those words, or had heard them but refused to believe them? Would everything have been different? The imbalance—my father Isaac loving Esau more, my mother Rebekah loving me more—that imbalance eventually tore our family apart. Was that rupture caused by the prophecy, or would it have happened anyway, prophecy or not?

I still do not know.

—   —   —
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Esau was red.

From birth he was covered head to foot in reddish hair. He came into the world before me, saw the sunlight before me, and in every way he was different from me.

He was large. I was small.

He was loud. I was quiet.

He went out into the fields. I stayed inside the tent.

He hunted. I cooked.

Father loved Esau. Mother loved me.

Our family was a house with two suns. A house with two suns cannot be beautiful for long. One must consume the other, or both must burn out.

—   —   —
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When was the first time I wanted something that belonged to Esau?

Perhaps always.

To be a twin is a peculiar way to exist. Formed in the same womb, at the same moment, from the same blood—and yet we were different from the beginning. And that difference was not simply one of personality. It was a difference of possession.

Esau was the firstborn. That meant more than simply having arrived first. It meant our father’s blessing. It meant the inheritance. It meant the promise. The promise God had made to our grandfather Abraham—countless descendants, a land flowing with milk and honey, that all nations of the earth would be blessed through his line—that promise would be passed through the firstborn.

I was born second. I was always second.

Perhaps that is why I grasped his heel.

—   —   —
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My mother Rebekah taught me things.

Not cooking—that I learned on my own because I loved it. What she taught me was something else.

“Jacob.”

“Yes, Mother.”

“There are two kinds of people in this world. Those who wait for what they want, and those who get what they want.”

“What is the difference?”

She thought for a moment. Her eyes looked toward something far away. Perhaps she was thinking of her brother Laban’s house. The life in Haran. That brother who had sent her off to be Isaac’s wife as though selling her.

“Courage,” she said. “And knowing the right
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