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Brenda got us started on the Jacob and Esau story two weeks ago with a creative and insightful sermon – reminding us that both Jacob and Esau were persons of privilege – being the grandkids of Abraham and Sarah – with all their animals, belongings, servants, and so forth. But even persons of privilege aren’t satisfied – and these two brothers were in that boat. Esau is impatient and wants what he wants right now – which is why he was willing to sell his birthright just to feed his hunger after hunting one day. And Jacob wanted to be the most privileged, wanted to be the first born with all the advantages that came with that – and so he bargains and deceives and tricks his way into gaining those privileges.

There is not much love between these two brothers. 

And there is not much sense of faith or religion. Not even with Isaac. I find that odd since they are the ones who carry the promise of God – to bring forth a nation with so many children it will be like all the stars in the sky. But what we see is mostly a dysfunctional family that plays out their own family drama – like the rest of us. 

We pick up the story today where Jacob has tricked not only his brother but also Isaac – and now everyone seems to be mad at him – and wanting to kill him. In this situation wanting to kill is not just a figure of speech, but a real ambition! So Jacob, at this urging of his mother Rebecca, flees. She sends him to live with her relatives – with her brother Laban.

So Jacob heads out. He now is alone. He is going to a place he has never been before. He is leaving behind what had been a safe place before he messed things up so much, and he is heading to a safe place, but the journey is one he must take all by himself. No servants, no friends, no one. He is alone.

He comes to a place where he will sleep the night. It is a non-place. It has no particular meaning. It is an in-between place. Just a stopping place. He is not expecting anything – just hoping to get rest without any danger coming to him. But he is soon to learn that a non-place, an in-between place, can become a crucial place. Have you ever had such an experience. A time you were between things – between relationships, between jobs, between one thing and another – whatever that might have been. And you are just making it. Not looking for anything – just making it. And then something happens. A non-place becomes an important place. A place of encounter. A place of meaning. Have you ever had such an experience?

Jacob comes to this place knowing fear, terror, and loneliness. That is his how he knows the world in his wakefulness. But when he goes to sleep, he has a dream. And in this dream, he has an experience. It is a dream of a ladder – or really more of a ramp – going from Earth to Heaven. And angels are going up and down. Now, it is important to note that he does not have a dream that reminds him of his shame and his bad behavior. This dream will open a new alternative into his life. God reveals that God is with Jacob. God is with this fugitive. God binds Godself to this man who has messed up so much. The gospel comes to Jacob when his guard is down, when he is most vulnerable as he sleeps.

The dream reveals to Jacob that there is a pathway between Earth and Heaven. Those on the ramp are messengers of God – going back and forth – asserting God’s way on Earth. Earth is not left to its own resources. There is help. And heaven is not remote and set apart – but is part of Earth. In other words, God is with us in our living – in our day to day experiences. We are not alone. God comes to Jacob who so far has lived as if he were the only one that mattered. He has yet to understand that he is part of a community – that no individual lives alone. This dream shatters his presumed world. He suddenly senses that his purpose is not just to survive, but to somehow be part of all that exists. Earth is a place of possibility, and his life has possibility as well. 

The movement up and down of the angels – the songwriter got it wrong because the text never says that humans can climb the ladder – only that God’s messengers are going up and down. This means that the old world of terror is being overcome. God is coming even when not anticipated. One of the main questions in this text is, according to Walter Brueggemann – Is there a coming of God who transforms human reality? 

And God speaks to Jacob – it is not an angel speaking – it is God. And God says – hey Jacob, I am God. It’s about time we met. I am the God of Abraham and Sarah, of Isaac and Rebecca. I promised them a future of a great nation – and now I am going to make that happen through you. I am going to take the blessing I gave to them, live it through you, and through you to all who come after you – to all people on Earth.  I will stay with you. I will protect you wherever you go. I will bring you back to this place – this non-place – and it will become a sacred place for you and your people. That’s the plan. 

When Jacob awoke, he knew that he had experienced God. He felt awe and wonder – looked around for someone to tell this great experience to – but no one was there of course. So he just whispered – incredible, Wow!

And Jacob prayed for the first time – and he said – God, you stand by me and protect me, then you are my God. I am going to set this rock that was my pillow last night and christen it with oil – and it will become a rock on which our people will come and worship. The pillow will become a pillar. 

And, I can’t forget this part – Jacob promised to give a tenth of he had back to God. Please keep that in mind! 

Do you see what happened?  God claimed a fugitive that seemed to be of no good to anyone. And God did not bring up the shame or the crud of Jacob’s life. You know, we hold onto that stuff much more than God does. William Sloane Coffin was known to say – the grace of God is so much more than the sin in us. God came at an unexpected time and place and said to Jacob – you are mine. And you have to learn that you don’t live this life just for yourself. You live in a larger context. And in such, you have to live with each other. You have to care for each other. You have to work this life together. You can be as rich and privileged as anyone, but that doesn’t mean you have a life. Having a life means being grounded in the reality of God.

Have you ever been in such a lonely place? In such a lonely moment? When everything you thought was important to you suddenly means nothing. It gives you nothing. It is only stuff. It doesn’t bring you joy. It doesn’t make you happy. It doesn’t give you friends.

Or perhaps you are in a place where you have nothing left. You face the terror of losing your home, your job, your family. You face the fear of being completely lost in an economic system that seems to lack all sense of compassion and care. 

Have you ever been in such a place? In such a time? 

The good news in this story is that God comes to us when we don’t even know how to go to God. Hear that again – God comes to us when we are so lost we don’t even know how to pray – or never learned how to pray. This past week I was at a conference and heard several men and women speak of growing up in the foster parent program – which is a good program in some places but not always –and not for every child. What I heard were some horror stories of how some foster parents would not even feed the kids a lot of the time. These kids, and I heard the same stories from gang members in Los Angeles – grew up without knowing any sense of home, or love, or family. And no sense of God. No sense of hope. And yet, somewhere along the way – at an unexpected time or place – they met someone who knew another way – who had faith that the hard times were not the only times. These people took these kids under their wing – gave them a chance, taught them some life skills, and taught them the meaning of love. And these kids found such love through people in the church. Through church people who were living and working on the margins of their communities – not trying to keep the hard edge kids away – but seeking to bring them into a circle of love.

So you see – it doesn’t matter what has happened to you. Whether you had a good childhood or not. Whether you have messed up your life – maybe time and time again. It doesn’t matter. We are all children of the promise. We are all children of the blessing. God comes to all of us. And here is the next part – all means everyone. Even the hardest core criminal. The worst person you can imagine. Your worst enemy. All of us are community together. And we are called to make sure that all have the gifts of life. That all are loved. That all have food. That every child has a safe place to call home, and food enough to eat and be healthy. Not just my family. Not just  yours. But all. 

I am having to remember today that “all” means even those leaders in Washington and Raleigh who I am so irritated with that I don’t know what to do. I begin to feel anger and fear and don’t know how to do anything that might help to bring about useful change. Did you know that we have raised the debt ceiling trillions of dollars during the last several administrations – Republican and Democratic administrations – with hardly any notice by the press. It was just done quietly by the lawmakers. And now, we suddenly have a hard nosed group of folk that are not thinking about the consequences their inaction will have on the most vulnerable of our people – and my friends, also on you and me. That is what gets me. So many politicians only care about power, and keeping power. They don’t seem to care about children, or the poor. They don’t seem to make the connections between these two wars we have been fighting and the impact on our children in our land – because so much of our budget has gone to fight these wars – and most of them have also been funded by credit. We have lost more children to hunger and prison and violence than we have lost soldiers in the wars. And yet no one talks about it. 

We hear lawmakers say – I don’t want to pass this debt on to my grandchildren – but they don’t seem to even care that the cuts being made will hurt millions of children across this country starting next month. Whose children are ours to care for? Does our faith not call us to care for all children?

And the redistricting process. What bothers me about it is how redistricting is all about politics. What it is supposed to be about is making sure that every voice has the greatest chance to be heard. That all are represented in our state and national government. But we have created a system now where we use redistricting to make sure my people have more power, and all others have less power. 

It is time for us to make it clear to our representatives who tell us time and again that they are Christian, that they are people of faith – when they end their speeches with God bless America – we must call them on their words. We must either call them back home to an accurate understanding of what the texts say – or we must call them the imposters they are. If they are going to invoke the name of God, then they must do so in a way that fits the traditions we are part of. And forgetting about the poor, casting those who are of the wrong color or speak the wrong language or don’t have a fighting chance in our systems to survive – that is not the way of our God – whether we are Christian, Jewish, Islamic, Buddhist – or any other of the traditions we represent in this land. Our leaders have decided that they are god – or else they never got properly formed in their faith. It is time for us to speak out and face the power of their foolish and demonic ways.
And it is time that we pray for them – asking God to come to them – to gether their attention as God got Jacob’s attention. I heard a wonderfully imaginative telling this week of the time that Paul and Silas were arrested – I think it is in Acts 16. They started praying and singing, and one of the angels heard them, and said to God – I think you better come and hear this. So God did, and God felt the rhythm of that music and that praying, and God got to tapping God’s feet, and God got to bouncing up and down – and pretty soon the Earth was bouncing up and down – and those prison doors opened up and all were free. That is the kind of praying we need to be doing.

Jacob came to this in-between, non place and there God came to him. And God made it clear to him – you are mine. I will not abandon you. I will protect you and I will show you a new way. I am the power that makes a difference. I am the love that can overcome hatred. I am the way back home for you Jacob. But you first must learn this new way. You have to practice it. You have to take it on and wear it like a shirt. Everyday. That’s why you must still go on your journey. 

C.T. Vivian, one of the original Freedom Riders, was at this conference, and was asked by a young woman – how is it you were able to stay non-violent when the police and the angry crowds began to beat you?  And he said – well, we trained for over a year for that. We practiced being in restaurants, and people pulling our chairs out from behind us, and spitting on us, and cussing us. We practiced being abused time and again so that we could get this spirit of non-violence in our hearts and souls – not just in our heads. You have to practice what you want to be so you can become who you want to be.

Jacob came to this non place that has now become a crucial place. He came asking – who am I? I have messed up my life – what comes next for me? Why did I mess up so much? Who am I? And God comes to Jacob and says – you are a child of God. You are a child of the blessing and the promise. Practice my way. Know it by heart.

Jacob’s covenant with God is still immature. He still has a lot to learn. But as he practices this love, practices being the presence of promise and blessing, he will be transformed. We will follow the story further next week.

Our lives take unusual twists and turns. But God is with us. God is watching us.  And every time we ask – who am I? God answers – a child of blessing and promise. A child of hope. That’s who we are. And the power of God will overcome all powers of this earth. In God’s time. But even in our time – we are called to live in this hope, in this power. Now. Doing so makes all the difference in how we answer the question – who am I? What will I do with my life? How will I live the gift I have been given?    

