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When I say the word “Genesis” to you, what do you think of? For most people when I say 

“Genesis” I bet the only things that come to mind are the six days of creation, and Adam and 

Eve, Cain and Abel, Noah and the flood—those familiar stories that if you grew up in the church 

you learned as a child in Vacation Bible School and Sunday school along with crayon drawings, 

little songs that someone taught you as they strummed about three cords on a guitar and books 

with more pictures than words. The problem, though is that these familiar stories that so many 

of us learned before we were old enough to tie our shoes take up only nine chapters of 

Genesis, but Genesis is a book full of beautiful stories that take up another forty one chapters. 

Some of these beautiful stories are ones that maybe you’ve never heard before, and others of 

them, you’ve probably heard before, but you did not know they could be found in Genesis.  

Today, for example, we have the story of Jacob. Now, Jacob had a brother named Esau and 

I don’t know about you, but I’ve known a lot of people named Jacob in my forty-five years of life 

and hardly anyone named Esau. But what’s interesting about Jacob is that it wasn’t supposed to 

be that way. We should know lots of people named Esau and hardly anyone named Jacob. 

Why? Because Esau was the first born. That’s why. He was the oldest, and he was supposed to 

be the one who got all the honor and the glory. Esau was supposed to be the one to get his 

father Isaac’s blessing and his birthright, but Jacob outsmarted his older brother and tricked 

him out of these things. And so that’s why for every person named Esau there are at least a 

hundred Jacobs.  
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But today’s story is not about all that. Instead it’s about the time when Jacob left his home 

of Beersheba where he lived all his life with his brother Esau and his father Isaac and his mother 

Rebekah and went out to a place called Haran. From Beersheba to Haran was a journey of 

several hundred miles, and a journey which would have taken Jacob weeks by foot or even on 

the back of a four legged friend he could ride on. Well, Jacob got to the end of the first day of 

his journey and as the sun set, he stopped for the night to rest. He used a stone for a pillow, 

which doesn’t sound too comfortable, but as you know when you’re tired enough you can even 

sleep on your feet if you have to. And as he drifted away to the realm of the sub-conscious, 

Jacob had a rather strange dream. He had a dream in which he saw a ladder reaching up to 

heaven. And on this ladder there were angels going up and down, “ascending and descending” 

as it says in the NRSV. And there at the top of the ladder, there was one who addressed Jacob 

and as he did so, he gave a speech—and in this speech, he said to him “Jacob, I am the Lord, the 

God of your grandfather Abraham and your father Isaac, and I will give you and your 

descendants the land on which you are lying. Your descendants shall be like the dust of the 

earth and you will spread out to the west and the east, to the north and to the south. All the 

people of the earth will be blessed through you and your offspring. And here’s what else you 

should know. I am with you to watch over you wherever you go, and I will bring you back to this 

land. I will not leave you until I have done what I have promised you.” 

Well, when Jacob finally awoke from his dream, he thought to himself “Surely the Lord is in 

this place, and I was not aware of it.” Now, you may ask yourself “What kind of person believes 

everything they dream? Why didn’t Jacob just say to himself “That was a crazy dream about 

angels and ladders that didn’t mean anything?” Well, in the bible, dreams are quite important. 
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Just think about all the dreams that go along with the Christmas story we tell every year. First, 

you remember when Mary was pregnant with Jesus, and Joseph was ready to divorce her, there 

was that dream where the angel told Joseph that Mary’s baby was from the Holy Spirit and 

would be the savior of the world. Later on, after Jesus was born, you remember all about how 

the wise men went looking for him. They first stopped to see King Herod, and he told them that 

when they found this baby they should let him know so he could go and worship him himself. 

But once they found the baby in Bethlehem along comes another dream, another dream telling 

them not to go back to Herod. And finally, finally when Herod was in a fit of rage because he’d 

been outwitted by the wise men he decided to have all the infants in Bethlehem put to death, 

and what do you know? There was another dream. An angel again spoke to Joseph and told him 

to get up and take his family to Egypt. Three dreams in the Christmas story alone. Three 

dreams. Dreams are important in the bible. They are the places where God speaks to you. And 

because dreams are the places where God speaks to you, Jacob says to himself on the basis of 

this dream, not “That was a crazy dream and I should forget all about it”, but what he says is 

“Surely the Lord is in this place and I was not aware of it. Surely the Lord is in this place and I 

did not know it.” 

You know, one of the things we claim about God as Christians is that God is omnipresent. 

And what God’s omnipresence means is that is there is no place in this universe where God is 

not. You name it, God is there. But at times in my life, I don’t know that I always thought of that 

as good news. If you remember the George Orwell novel 1984, there was that famous phrase 

“Big Brother is watching you.” And there were these posters out in public with the eyes of Big 

Brother that would always follow you, instilling you with this deep sense of paranoia. And I 
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think that for much of my life, that’s how I thought of God’s omnipresence. When I was growing 

up in the Deep South a friend of mine with whom I went to high school had an aunt who went 

to one of these country churches where the sermons were all about don’t drink, don’t smoke, 

don’t cuss, don’t go out with anyone who does. That sort of thing. Well, one day his aunt was 

driving down the road and she lit up a cigarette and was puffing away and she noticed that in 

the rear view mirror of her car the preacher from this church was following her down the road. 

Well, she got so nervous she totally lost her concentration and nearly ran right off the road and 

into a ditch. Well, my friend’s aunt later said “I don’t know why I got so nervous about the 

preacher watching me puff away at a cigarette, I know that God is watching me all the time.” 

That’s the Big Brother God, isn’t it? The God who is always watching you to catch you slipping 

up—always watching you to see if you smoke or drink or cuss. Wow! What could be more 

terrifying than that kind of God?  

Well, if that is the way that God is omnipresent, if that is the way that God is always with us 

then I can’t help but think that the gospel isn’t very good news. If God is the Big Brother eye 

that always follows you then I think the gospel is just one more piece of bad news right along 

with all the other bad news we read about in the paper and on the internet. But I don’t happen 

to believe the gospel is bad news. And so what God’s omnipresence means to me is not that 

God is always watching me, but there is no place in this world that is so hopeless, there is no 

place in this world that is so bleak, and so filled with despair that God, our loving God is not 

there. Even in the darkest corners of hell, God is still there. God is still there. You know what, I 

want to tell you something most sincerely. When I was much younger and beginning my life of 

ministry, I would go visit people in hospitals, and sometimes I would know the people I went to 
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see and sometimes I wouldn’t. But I never knew what it meant to be in the hospital until I was 

in the hospital. Back two and a half years ago when my appendix burst and it landed me in 

Mercy for a week, I finally found out what it means to be in the hospital. I don’t have to tell 

most of you that the hospital is a miserable place to be. Not only are you sick when you are 

there, but it is a place where you are constantly being poked like a pin cushion. It is a place 

where you lose all your dignity because you have to be cared for like a helpless infant. It is a 

place that doesn’t look like home that doesn’t smell like home. It is a miserable place to be. But 

I will also tell you something else. When someone comes to see you in the hospital and 

especially when they do it in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ, it is something you will never 

forget about that person.  

God may be everywhere, but there are plenty of places in this world where it sure doesn’t 

feel like God is there. And one of the best things you can ever do for somebody else is go to 

those places and remind them of God’s presence. So that they too, they too can say “I didn’t 

know that God was in this place. Surely the Lord is in this place and I was not aware of it.”  

When I was learning how to preach I will never forget the words of a seasoned pastor who 

said to me that standing up in a pulpit somewhere and preaching one sermon as an invited 

guest is nothing like preaching week after week. Well, I have done both and I have found that’s 

true, and because I am preaching to all of you over the long haul, week in and week out, I am 

careful about what I say to you week in and week out. I’m much more careful than I would be if 

I were just a guest preacher somewhere for one sermon. For example, I try not to say things to 

you in my sermons like “Visiting people is the most important part of the gospel, that’s what it’s 

all about.” because last week I might have said “Feeding the hungry is the most important part 
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of the gospel.” and the week before that I might have said “Making peace is the most important 

part of the gospel.” Of course, I think someone out there just said, “You can say that all you 

want pastor, nobody is listening to you, anyway.” Well, ok. But frankly, I don’t know what the 

most important part of the gospel is. Showing the love of Christ to other people demands a lot 

of different actions because human beings have a lot of different needs. But I will tell you this, 

no part of the gospel could be easier, no part of the gospel could take less effort than simply 

showing up for someone in the name of Jesus Christ. For all I know feeding the hungry could be 

the most important part of the gospel but feeding the hungry, let’s face it, is difficult. It takes 

storage space, it takes kitchens, it takes preparation, it takes refrigeration; it takes organization. 

I’m not trying to discourage feeding the hungry, I think the things we do as a church to feed the 

hungry are wonderful as we participate in the Hunger Walk and the monthly meals over at 

Reedurban and we give our non-perishable food to the food bank at Zion Lutheran. All that is 

wonderful. But it takes a lot to feed the hungry. Making peace may also be the most important 

part of the gospel for all I know, but if anyone doubts that making peace is difficult, let them go 

take a class at the Lombard Mennonite Peace Center and just listen to some of the stories they 

tell. And I will tell you that any time you come away from a peacemaking process and you say 

“That was easy.” I guarantee you and they will guarantee you that what you have is not real 

peace, but just a temporary break in hostilities. It will not be a lasting peace, it is just a time-

out, because real peacemaking is difficult. But to embody the omnipresence of God, to make 

someone say “Surely the Lord was in this place and I did not know it,” that takes very little. A 

little bit of your time, a little gas in your car. It takes very little. I don’t know if it is the most 

important part of the gospel or not, but it is certainly the easiest part of the gospel.  


