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Genesis 28:10-22

FRESH START

It was August 2007 and our first family outing to see the Seattle Mariners.
 Once inside the gate we climbed the stairs to the main floor, and from there, inquired for the 3rd deck.  The usher pointed toward a sign and we headed that direction.


Then, rounding the corner, Kai’s eyes grew big as saucers as we stepped onto the longest escalator he’d ever seen and it bore us up, up and up.

Can you remember the first time your child encountered an escalator?

· Remember his fascination with those miraculously moving stairs?  

· How those stairs transported him magically upward, without any effort whatsoever, and then suddenly, at the top, vanished from under his feet, depositing him in a whole new place?

When toddlers discover escalators, they’re quite content riding up & down, up & down ad nauseam; caught up in the magic; quite unaware of the element of danger that accompanies the whole adventure.

Today it’s Jacob whose eyes grow big, as he dreams of a kind of “divine escalator” leading not to Safeco Field’s upper deck but to the realm of God, with angels ascending and descending.

Asleep in the dead of night, a fugitive from his vengeful brother Esau, with only a stone for a pillow, this dream is a revelation:  the stairway brings earth to heaven and heaven to earth.  

And in this dream Jacob finds himself listening to the unmistakable VOICE of the God of his father, Isaac, and his father’s father, Abraham.

Since childhood he’d been hearing stories about the VOICE its promise of land and descendants.  

And for a long time he’d puzzled over whether or not the stories could be true.  

But after watching his father Isaac grow old and blind, impatient Jacob decided, finally, that whatever might or might not unfold, he would not sit idly by, waiting.  No, he would rely on his own resources to make it in this life, rather than depend on any one else, be they man or god.

Ironically, it was that very “resourcefulness” in stealing his brother Esau’s birthright and blessing that got him into the pickle he was in—running for his life. 

But this night, while he’s on the lam in a place without a name, for the first time, the tall tales of his grandfather become real.  The divine Voice addresses him personally; and tells him that the promises first uttered to his grandparents are now his own.  

I AM THE LORD YOUR GOD, the VOICE said; I AM WITH YOU AND I WILL KEEP YOU;

I WILL BRING YOU BACK TO THIS LAND…I WILL NOT LEAVE YOU UNTIL I HAVE DONE WHAT I HAVE PROMISED.

The dream jolts Jacob awake.  There would be no more sleeping tonight!  

How could he sleep, when the MASTER OF THE UNIVERSE had called his name?

And now the stone that was his pillow becomes a sacred stone, a pillar and symbol of his encounter with God.  And the place where he happened to stop for the night, this place without a name, becomes a sacred place.  And Jacob gives it a sacred name: BETH-EL—“house of God.”

That night God opened a door and gave Jacob a glimpse of the larger story and the greater purpose of which he was a part—not by his own will but by God’s will.  

And the truth was brought home to him that the life he found himself living did not begin and end with him—in fact, it really wasn’t about him.  It was much bigger than that.  

It was bigger even than his family and his tribe.  For in that dream the VOICE had declared:  


IN YOU ALL THE FAMILIES OF THE EARTH—ALL—SHALL BE BLESSED.

_______________________________

Through the lens of our own individual life experience you and I come to know the world.  

But that single lens through which we look has limitations.  We can’t really see ourselves very clearly.  

We often can’t be certain of the direction we’re heading, much less our ultimate destiny.  

But when our life is tethered to God’s promises, our world becomes larger.  The map extends beyond personal needs and goals to encompass our community of faith, our neighbors and neighborhood, our world.  Without that broader dimension, it’s easy to fix the center of the earth right over our own navel.  It’s easy to draw a circle around me and mine and leave it there.

One of the reasons God calls us into community is so that we will open ourselves to each other and learn from each other.  When that happens, as we begin listening to one another’s stories and dreams, fears and hopes, we are drawn beyond the boundaries of our individual biographies, and we begin to see life through other lenses.  

God calls us into a community and says, “I’m giving you these people here as companions.  And it’s through getting to know them, it’s through sharing one another’s stories and through discovering how these connect with my story—that you’ll catch a glimpse of the bigger picture, of what I’m up to.”

But holding on to that insight does not come naturally.

“God’s promise [to Jacob],” [writes Diane Jacobson,] is both cosmic and personal. 

“If we lose either dimension of the promise, we fail to understand its full dynamic.  If we lose the personal, then the promise never speaks to our own particular hopes and fears.  If we lose the cosmic, we run the risk of centering too particularly on ourselves and thereby losing sight of God’s relationship to the community and the world.” So often in both our theology and in our living, we end up in the ditch on one side of the road or the other.  

For a moment, Jacob grasps the promise in all its breadth and depth.  “He understands that he personally has been in the presence of God.  [And] he also understands the sacredness of the space that reaches beyond him and into God’s promised future.” 

But it doesn’t take Jacob long to slide back into his regular mode of being.  

Before the oil on that stone has trickled to the ground he’s back to being the dealmaker again, trying to put himself in charge in place of God.

God’s promise to him was unconditional and wholly gracious.  Leave it to Jacob to answer God’s unconditional promise with a wholly conditioned response [verse 20]:

If God will be with me, and will keep me in this way that I go, and if God will give me what I need to come to my father’s house in peace, then the LORD shall be my God, and this stone will be God’s house, and of all that you give me, Lord, I will surely give one-tenth to you.” [Genesis 28:20-22]
LORD, HAVE I GOT A DEAL FOR YOU!

What’s true for Jacob is true for you and me, too.  Which is why we keep coming back here week after week, and why we need daily to die again to self and rise again to God.  

Wheat and weeds—we’ve got them both within us.  One day the weeds will be rooted out completely, but until then we’ve got to live with the fact that we are, as Brother Martin put it, both saint and sinner at one and the same time. 

What’s the antidote?  The cross and empty tomb—our ultimate encounter with the radical grace of God.  And this community of faith, this font, this table, is where it becomes real.

WHERE TWO OR MORE ARE GATHERED, I AM IN THEIR MIDST, says the Lord Jesus,

AND THAT PLACE BECOMES BETH-EL, a House of God, Holy Ground. 

Christ is God’s promise in bone and sinew, flesh and blood.  And ever he promises to meet us in water, wine, and wheat.  There, he opens our eyes to the promise—unconditional and free; and gives us a foretaste of the feast of wholeness God has planned for all creation.

DO THIS, he said, AND I AM WITH YOU.  And so we do; and so he is.

Amen.
� To check out the Mariners’ home stadium go to: � HYPERLINK "http://seattle.mariners.mlb.com/sea/ballpark/index.jsp" ��http://seattle.mariners.mlb.com/sea/ballpark/index.jsp� 


� Diane Jacobson, New Proclamation, Year A.  (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2002) p. 136.
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