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“God Lives Here”
 November 17, 2019

Genesis 28:10-19a

Jacob is on the run. He’d been a trickster since the day he 
and his twin brother were born, but he has finally gone too 
far. A father’s blessing was a big deal in the ancient world, 
significant and irrevocable. By impersonating his barely-
older brother Esau, Jacob fooled his elderly father Isaac into 
giving him the blessing intended solely for the firstborn 
son. Now Jacob is in serious danger. Esau is making plans 
to kill him. So, with help from his doting mother Rebekah, 
Jacob flees his home hoping to survive. That’s where we find 
him this morning—on the run, not only from his brother 
but from God as well. At least, that is what he thinks. 

Finally a safe distance away and exhausted from the 
hasty retreat, Jacob finds a stone pillow (why did he think 
that was a good idea?) and closes his eyes to rest. That’s 
when the unexpected happens—the God from whom he 
has been running shows up. And, even more surprisingly, 
God makes unconditional promises to this broken and 
fearful young man. “Remember, I am with you…I will not 
leave you until I have done what I promised.” 

With God’s voice still ringing in his head, Jacob 
wakes up. Nothing around him has changed—same dusty 
wilderness, same stone under his head, same dire and deadly 
circumstances. And yet, for Jacob, everything has changed. 
We know this because of what he says and because of what 
he does. He speaks out loud, as if someone could hear him 
in that deserted place, “Surely the Lord is here—and I 
didn’t know it!” Then he turns that pillow into a pillar—
rooted in the earth pointing to heaven—and he gives the 
place a name. Bethel.

In her book, An Altar in the World, Barbara Brown 
Taylor writes, “The first time I read Jacob’s story in the 
Bible, I knew it was true whether it ever happened or not.” 
I think she’s right about that. If Jacob’s story is true in the 
deepest sense of the word, then it could have an impact on 
how and where we perceive the presence of the divine to 
whom we belong. Where should we build altars and bow 
down to worship? Where does God live?

I hope that church (and this church) is (or is becoming) 
a place of belonging for you, a place where you encounter 
the sacred. It certainly is for me. I have been fortunate 
enough to experience God’s presence in many wonderful 
churches. The church community was the place where I first 
felt welcomed and loved. From clapboard country chapels 
to soaring Gothic cathedrals, sanctuaries have always been 
places of inspiration and comfort for me, and I’m grateful 
for that. I want the same to be true for every child born 
and raised in this congregation and for every person who 
enters our doors. In this space, we share our deepest selves 
in profound and moving ways. In worship, we do things 
that we do nowhere else in our lives. In worship we can 
experience God in a unique way. 

But this story of a dream in the wilderness reminds us 
that the presence of God is never limited to the places we 
construct or times we set aside to acknowledge it. Jacob 
named that place Beth-El, House of God, not because he 
built a sanctuary there because God found him there. 

Have you ever experienced God’s presence in an 
unexpected or unusual place? Sometimes, those places 
are physical—hospital rooms, long car rides, a neighbor’s 
home, a public place. But often those places are spiritual and 
deeply personal. We find God in a place of grief or sadness. 
We experience God within our tears of anger at injustice. 
We discover God’s presence when we are most aware of 
our own brokenness or weakness. Surely God was in this 
place…and I didn’t even know it! The wonder of worship 
is that it can happen anywhere God shows up, and that is 
truly anywhere, so long as we center ourselves long enough 
to know, deep in our hearts, the presence of God.

Some of you know that I am passionate about 
worship—and that one of my deepest desires is for worship 
to be a time where all of God’s children can gather together. 
This leads me to be passionate about the place of our 
youngest members, and our elementary-aged members and 
our teenagers, in worship. There’s a reason for that.
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It has to do, I think, with my own story and this 
morning’s story from the Bible’s first book. If you asked me 
to share my most embarrassing story (I know you didn’t 
ask, but then you didn’t know you could, right?), I would 
tell a church story. And if you were to ask me the moment I 
first knew I belonged to God, I might tell the same story. I 
was four years old. It was Sunday morning and my sister and 
I were sitting with my mother in worship. This will surprise 
no one, but four-year-old Chris lived for the children’s 
sermon—my chance to show what I knew and get a chuckle 
from the congregation. The service began as my father, the 
pastor, led us in an opening prayer. Soon, I turned to my 
mother in the pew. I had to use the restroom. She scooted 
up to let me out but I froze. If I left now, would I miss the 
children’s sermon. Soon the situation was too serious—I 
had to go. I sprinted to the boys’ room down the hall, did 
what needed done, and sprinted back just as the children’s 
sermon was beginning. Made it! As I came down the aisle, 
my father looked at me with wide eyes. “Chris,” he said, “can 
you pull up your pants?” I got my chuckle that day, but I 
also received the kindness and love of a whole community 
of folks. I knew I belonged. I wonder how much of my love 
for the church was birthed in that moment or the many 
others like it. 

All of us who care about the future are rightly invested 
in the young people we know and love. For most of us, that 
involves teaching them to be good citizens, compassionate 
people who care about the needs of others and invest in the 
lives of their neighbors. We teach them about ethical and 
righteous living, beginning with basic lessons about sharing 
and waiting for their turn. Lord knows we need to shape 
children to be good people and give them the tools to lead us. 

But here’s my concern. Without an experience of 
transcendence, I worry that all that training and instruction 
is not sustainable. I worry that the emphasis, even in the 
church, on making good people has been unnecessarily and 
even tragically divorced from making disciples. In my own 
experience, it takes more than knowing the right thing to do. 
It takes an experience of holiness. What is transformative 
for Jacob in this morning’s story is not some sudden 
memory of lessons learned or instructions received—it is 
an unexpected encounter with God. 

In recent years I’ve been convinced and convicted by 
the work of Kara Powell at Fuller Seminary in California 
who coined the term “sticky faith”—that is faith that 
stays with our children through the teen years and into 

adulthood. And do you know what it takes to form sticky 
faith? Not the right information, but the right experience. 
Worshipping with your family. Watching trusted adults 
pray and give and practice their faith. Hearing about faith 
at home. Experiencing the sacred as part of the rhythm of 
your life. 

I suspect there are as many reasons why we worship as 
there are people gathered here this morning. And, I imagine 
that our reasons can change from week to week. I know 
mine do. For some of us, worship is habit. It is simply what 
we do on Sunday mornings; maybe we’ve been doing it for 
a very long time. It’s as natural and familiar as brushing 
our teeth. For others, worship is obligation—we are here 
because we feel a duty (imposed by ourselves or someone 
else) to be here. Sometimes I hear criticism of those who 
worship out of habit or duty, as if this negates its impact. I 
think this is unfair. Habits, obligations, duties, these are the 
actions that form us over time. That’s what worship does, I 
think. Worship forms us over time. We become a reflection 
of what we worship.

Not long ago, one of you sent me a column about the 
importance of worship in an age of decline, when many 
pastors lament that “regular attendance” now means once 
a month instead of every week. The author, a pastor in 
Massachusetts, writes, “When people sometimes tell me 
they don’t get anything from worship, I am happy to answer, 
‘That’s great! Because its not about you.’ Our culture needs 
a place — we need a place in our lives — to tell us that not 
everything is always about us, about our personal happiness, 
our convenience, our frantic timetables, or shrinking 
commitments…”

He’s right about that—worship is not primarily about 
us. Despite the initial appeal of extravagant productions 
and me-first messages, the purpose of this time and space 
set apart is to focus our hearts and minds on God, not 
ourselves. 

Recently I was out to lunch with a friend who attends 
worship almost every Sunday; since it’s been on my mind, I 
asked him why he shows up week after week. He thought for 
a moment, then said, “I was going to say something about 
how I had always been in the church so it’s just what I’m used 
to, but that’s really not it. I think I go to worship because 
it is my weekly reminder of what is really important.” He 
went on to describe how hectic and disjointed he can begin 
during the week, how many tugs there are on his time and 
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energy, and how worship provides a centered place of focus 
without distraction.

So you, who are weary and heavily burdened, give some 
of it away. You, who need nourishment for the journey 
ahead, take it in through the gift of God-centered liturgy 
and the power of transcendent song. You for whom God 
has seemed too distant for too long, whose worship has 
grown empty and whose life has seemed directionless, do 
not go in search of God this morning. Stay right there, in 
those places of uncertainty and doubt, and let God come 
to you. 

Because, in this place, in this time, in this community, 
God is not distant. Whether you expected it or not, the 
Lord is in this place, and in every place where we worship 
and seek meaning, where we find our hearts encouraged 
and feel our souls lifted up. That ancient vision showed 
Jacob something he could never discover on his own. God 
came to him where he was. He slept in Bethel. He lived in 
God’s house. And so do we. Amen. 


