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Texts: Genesis 28:10-19a; Psalm 139:1-12, 23-24; Romans 8:12-25; and 
Matthew 13:24-30, 36-43

I used to have this dream that was set in a small county where I lived 
at the time. I was a seminary student in Dallas serving this small church in a 
small town. It was just me and my dog, and it was both a busy time and a lone-
ly time.

It was during this time that I used to have this recurring dream. I had 
traveled on foot in my dream to the nearby town to buy some groceries and 
would return home then on foot. Except that along the way I was followed by 
these ravenous lions, actually surrounded by them, although they were some 
distance away — but I could see them. It was very difficult getting around 
them and as I entered town. I was of course afraid and could never get back to 
my house before I would wake up. 

This dream repeated itself until all of a sudden I had the dream once 
again, except this time my father was in the dream. He accompanied me on 
this walk back from the store I had attempted over and over again before in 
the dream. The lions were there, they never left. But this time in the dream, 
with my Dad at my side, I made it home. And I never had that dream again. 

Looking back, it was for me an assurance of God’s presence and God’s 
promise to be with me. 

Dreams in the Bible are one of the ways in which God speaks. Jacob’s 
dream of earth and heaven connecting has been depicted in art and song ever 
since. In this dream was a renewal of God’s promise given to Jacob’s ancestors 
to be with them and now to provide this place as a home for their descendants.

Jacob is on the run here. Remember that he and brother Esau are in con-
flict. Esau is chasing his younger brother, angry at him for stealing the birth-
right that was rightly his as the older son. 

Esau is running with an army; Jacob seems to be at least here, but alone.
With a stone for a pillow it’s no wonder he had a strange dream. 
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Dreams are a funny thing. They mix things that don’t ordinarily go to-
gether; they can make tons of sense or no sense at all. They can be funny, 
frightening, embarrassing, or completely benign. And those are just the ones 
we have when we’re asleep. 

We often awaken and dismiss those dreams as insignificant and in many 
cases I’m sure dreams are just an odd blending of experiences that help our 
bodies rest and sort stuff out.

Jacob awakens from this dream and says in one of my most favorite 
truths about the life of faith: “Surely the Lord is in the place and I did not know 
it. “

How many times I could testify to this truth! And I wonder about you. 
Jacob awakens from sleep and to this truth that even on the run, even in 

the middle of his own conniving, his own deceit with his brother, even in his 
fear — the Lord was with him and he didn’t know it.

I recently finished a novel by Ian Morgan Cron named Chasing Francis. 
It is the story of an evangelical Christian pastor who begins to question his ex-
pression of the faith and the nature of his ministry. On a sabbatical, he travels 
to Italy to visit an uncle who is a Franciscan priest. Because of a series of expe-
riences with his uncle and friends, his Christian faith is reoriented and he finds 
God in unexpected places.

In one such moment he is in an assembly hearing the heartbreaking tes-
timony of a Rwandan man and a woman, married, one a doctor and the other a 
nurse. They were of the Tutsi tribe when the civil war and genocide broke out 
between Tutsis and Hutus. These tribes were, until this time, neighbors, fellow 
citizens, even fellow Christians in some cases. 

This genocide was born out of fear, control, and power by many who ma-
nipulated and coerced the masses. And millions of lives were lost.

Emmanuel and Mercy tell the story of losing their children in the geno-
cide, the hatred they felt, and his attempts at revenge against those who were 
responsible.
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Hear from the book: 

My healing came when I came face to face with two men who had 
participated in the massacre involving my family. Before a large 
group my wife and I described to them what these crimes had 
done to our hearts…As we told our story one of the Hutu men 
began sobbing. He begged us to forgive him. As he wept a three-
year-old Tutsi girl waddled across the room and climbed up into 
this Hutu man’s lap to comfort him. Her gesture overwhelmed us. 
We all wailed so long that I thought we would never stop. That 
was a turning point for me. That little girl showed me the gospel, 
the power of forgiveness and reconciliation not to mention what it 
means to be a peacemaker.”

Emmanuel and Mercy then run a program that brings reconciliation be-
tween these tribes and between victims and perpetrators. 

True stories like this have been chronicled from the genocide wherein 
reconciliations happened that boggle the mind. 

This is the gate of heaven my friends. It is in these moments when heav-
en and earth meet as in a dream. And one can only say, “Surely the Lord is in 
this and we did not know it.”

This sort of peace and reconciliation must occur in our time, and the 
irony with our Jacob story is that this sort of coming together must happen on 
this very same ground at Bethel today. Ancient Bethel is thought to have been 
in the present day West Bank.

Just in the last week and two, Israelis and Palestinians have killed each 
other’s children on this ground, which is claimed holy by multiple peoples. 
Guilt goes all around.

And lest we think that civil wars, genocides, and evil are restricted to 
so- called Third World places, we have them of a sort here, too. They just go by 
different names, carried out in the shadows.
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Peter Storey rightly points out that in America we are often distanced 
from the worst parts of sin. In his words: “We let our institutions do our sin-
ning for us.” 

We have the benefit and the curse of bureaucracies and organizations 
that carry out work for us, a layer that in much of the world doesn’t exist. The 
benefit is that we have good people who work very hard to deliver systems 
and services for people. The curse is that many of the decisions made by oth-
ers on our behalf allow them to be, for us, out of sight, out of mind with their 
consequences.

Think of it. The United States is a part of the United Nations. And as a 
part of that we ask other nations like Jordan and Lebanon to receive Syrians 
and others who are fleeing violence in their countries, but we won’t have it 
when children come here to our borders fleeing violence in their own coun-
tries. Even though those Middle Eastern countries are dealing with numbers 
far greater than ours and with fewer resources.

And we say it’s different by simply switching terminologies. They aren’t 
refugees because we would feel responsible, so we say they are taking advan-
tage of us, of our economy, of our resources, they are “invaders,”as some politi-
cians have called them. In many cases, these are five-year-old children. 

Friends, Jacob claimed a land from God’s promise and built an altar. We 
build all sorts of altars in this world with all kinds of names. 

But altars to God are those places where our dreams are connected with 
the heavens, not with fear. Altars to God are those places where it can be said: 
“The Lord was in this place.” This sanctuary is such a place and so are those 
moments when reconciliation and peace in the name of Jesus comes.

Barbara Brown Taylor reminds us of our own connection to this story 
of Jacob: “(The faithful) are the dreamers of the promise (to Jacob’s descen-
dants) set apart to bless all the families of the earth. It (only) comes when (like 
Jacob) all our conniving has blown up in our faces and our luck has run out.” 
This is “where the dream touches down, reminding us that we sleep at the gate 
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of heaven, where it has pleased God to be with us, where the bright rungs of 
God’s ladder touch down on our own ordinary pieces of the earth.” 

Remembering how alone Jacob was out there on the road to Haran, I 
remember scholar James Newsome’s observation that the “solitary Jacob, a 
refugee from his own community,” nevertheless becomes its great representa-
tive and connection between their long history and their deepest hopes for the 
future.

Have you see the pictures of the fence down south? One photo only 
shows this:

Hands outstretched through holes in the fence cupped together as 
we do to receive the bread of life in the Eucharist, the Lord’s Sup-
per, Communion, and on the other side of the fence where those 
cupped hands are poking through are human persons in clerical 
collars distributing that bread and cup. 

This is one of the gates of heaven my friends in our time. Surely the Lord 
is in that place.

One of the most inspiring Christians I’ve ever heard of was a Roman 
Catholic woman in Atlanta, Georgia, who was as gritty and earthy as you’ve 
ever heard of. One writer said she cursed and smoked and had a heart as big 
as the Gulf of Mexico. She was not the kind of person you would find serving 
punch in the church fellowship hall. But she started the shelter movement in 
Atlanta. Once she stopped a knife fight at a night shelter by walking calmly be-
tween two combatants and saying, “You guys know better than this.” And that 
was the end of that. 

When one homeless friend died on the street, she claimed his body, paid 
for the cremation, and waited for someone — friend or family — to come. No 
one ever came. She drove around for weeks with his ashes in the backseat of 
her car. Finally, she asked the rector of a downtown church if the ashes could 
be placed in the church’s memorial garden. 
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“Our policies will allow only the remains of relatives to be placed here,” 
he told her. 

“Perfect,” she said. “Jesse was my brother.”
And so we are, brothers and sisters of one another by blood, by faith, or 

our shared humanity.
This place, Bethel, would be a place where Jacob would go again and 

again to be with God — to get right, to sleep, to wrestle, to reconcile — and so 
it should be with the church. 

You may not agree with all I’ve said today or another. But this Bethel, 
this house of God, is a place where we wrestle, get right, and reconcile, and 
maybe sleep, too — except I hope not during the sermon!

At the end of the day, we are sisters and brothers, and beyond that com-
mitment, as our Gospel tells us, we don’t have to sort out who is who and what 
is what. Our call is essentially Jacob’s. 

Faithfulness to the promises of God and joining in God’s work in the 
world that transcends time and place. When we show up in that place, I be-
lieve, we are truly standing at the very gates of heaven.

In the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit. Amen


