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This is the second sermon in the series “Revelations and Exclamations: The Journey Toward Faithfulness.”  Last week we heard Bartimaeus exclaim, “Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me!” and we were reminded of our predicament.  We need God.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Today we turn to the question of our location.  We just heard of Jacob on the run from his family and what he exclaims as he awakens from a most powerful dream.  “Surely the Lord is in this place—and I did not know it!”  What does Jacob’s exclamation have to teach us about our location?  
	When our text this morning begins, things are not going well for Jacob.  After swindling his brother Esau out of both his birthright and his blessing, it appears he has swindled himself right into an early grave.  Esau has vowed to kill Jacob as soon as their father dies and is mourned.  Fearing for his life Jacob is running not to but from the Promised Land.  How can he possess a blessing and a birthright if he is being driven from the land where the fruit of those promises are supposed to find their home?  It appears that for all of Jacob’s craftiness he has not been successful in accomplishing his goals.   
	Fearful, and exhausted, with all of his plans in disarray Jacob takes refuge on the road, if you can call it that, with the sky for a roof and a stone for a pillow.  Seemingly alone there in the dark, what ran through his mind?  Did he imagine even more schemes to save himself from his situation?  I would think that in this moment even Jacob the trickster, wondered if he had run out of tricks.  When exhaustion eventually conquered his anxieties and sleep overtook him, he had the most remarkable dream.  
Jacob up to this point, has always navigated the world by working as low to the ground as possible, sneaking and deceiving his way to achieving his designs.  His head was always down, surreptitiously watching every human interaction so that he could use it to his advantage.  Now, in his dream, he finds his field of vision looking skyward and he sees a ladder reaching up to the heavens.  And the ladder is alive with activity.  Angels, the messengers of God, are ascending and descending, traveling between heaven and earth as if the journey were as easy as crossing the street.  But it is not the angels who speak to Jacob.  
God’s very self is present and makes an introduction.  We need to remember up to this point Jacob has never met God.  He has only heard stories around the fire that his parents and grandparents had recounted.  Up to this point, for all Jacob knew, God was just another character in a tale meant to entertain at the end of a long day.  
But that is no more.  “I am the Lord, the God of Abraham your father and the God of Isaac…”  Jacob’s world has just exponentially expanded.  His world has always been horizontal and focused upon what he could get from others with his trickery.  Now, he suddenly has a vertical understanding of the world.  There is one who is above him, who cannot be hustled.  
And as soon as his eyes are opened to this one who is above and beyond all that he has ever known, Jacob receives a promise that is above and beyond anything he could have imagined when he was hustling his way to stealing Esau’s birthright and blessing.  He receives a promise of land and offspring beyond measure. 
And he is promised yet an even greater gift.  God tells Jacob, “Know that I am with you and will keep you wherever you go, and will bring you back to this land; for I will not leave you until I have done what I have promised you.”  Up to this point, Jacob has assumed he was operating alone in the world.  Other than some help from his mother, it was Jacob’s wits alone that would provide for him.  However, there is one above him who will ensure his destination and his destiny.
Upon awakening, Jacob exclaims, “Surely the Lord is in this place—and I did not know it!”  As Jacob lay down to go to sleep he knew from where and from whom he was running in fear.  But he had no idea where he was or in fact with whom he was present.  
Now he knows exactly where he is, “This is none other than the house of God, and this is the gate of heaven.”  And his fear of his brother has been transformed into awe for his God, “And he was afraid, and said, “How awesome is this place!”  
One of the most debilitating forms of ignorance is not knowing where we are. If you have ever been lost in the woods even for a brief period of time you know how quickly your decision-making abilities can decline when you are not sure which way to turn next.  But of course there is a more insidious but no less debilitating manner in which to be lost.  It is when we believe we know where we are but we actually do not.  
On this night, when Jacob lay his head down he did not know where he was, but at least he actually knew he did not know.  For most of his life Jacob thought he knew exactly where he was.  He was pretty convinced that he was always the smartest guy in the room.  He knew he was the one playing chess while everyone else was playing checkers.  
And then during this night of fear and exhaustion, in the dark and lost, Jacob is enveloped by a new reality.  Now that Jacob recognizes he is lost, his eyes are open in a dream to how lost he has been all along.  It is one of life’s great ironies that when our lives are rolling along smoothly on the surface we can often be the most lost, the most unaware of what our situation is.  And when our lives hit a speed bump and the smooth ride disappears, we recognize the hidden aches and pains within us.  We learn that we are dislocated in some way.  Perhaps in a relationship, or from the work we do, or even from ourselves.  But this recognition invites us to seek a path forward leading us home again.  
Once Jacob learns that he is lost, he can recognize God in his midst.  And God was not solely present in that geographic location where he rested his head that night.  When Jacob exclaims, “Surely the Lord is in this place—and I did not know it!” that place is not some spot on the map. The place God was with Jacob. And not just starting this night.  God was in the midst of Jacob every day of his life.  Up until now Jacob has had his head down and been intensely focused on his schemes and ingenuity.  He did not have the bandwidth to recognize that God was indeed present with him all along.  
I am not proud to admit this but I am not unfamiliar with this phenomena.  In those times when I can get by on my own steam; when my life is going according to plan; when things are breaking my way, I can lose sight of the presence of God in my midst.  It is not that I stop worshipping, or praying, or believing.  But what can occur is that God becomes an assumed given.  Yeah, yeah, God is out there being God.  But my focus is upon what I am doing, my head is down and pushing forward, solely engaged in my own agency. And I can keep chugging along like this until something comes along and whacks me on the back of the head.  
It is a reality we share.  Something comes along that is certainly not part of the plan for our lives.  Something that jolts us out of our routine.  They come to us all; a health scare; a setback at work; a strain in an important relationship; a global pandemic; or sometimes some combination of small disappointments all add up to lay us out flat.  
We wake up at three in the morning with our mind racing in search of ways we can solve everything ourselves.  We soon realize we do not have the magic wand we wish we had.  The illusion of our self-sufficiency is lifted.  With no easy answer in sight as we unsuccessfully scan the world horizontally for a solution we finally turn to the vertical.  Then the opportunity is created for us to recognize God in our midst.  
We may not receive the vivid vision of Jacob.  There may not be a ladder connecting heaven and earth before our eyes and the well enunciated words of God with the voice of James Earl Jones in our ear.  But, the presence of God is apparent before us.  In the midst of our anguish, or concern, or confusion we sense that God is beside us; that God has always been beside us.  
This does not make the challenges of this life disappear in a puff of smoke.  Even Jacob, with his extraordinary vision, still had to continue his journey away from his family and the Promised Land before he could one day return.  But whatever the journey, God will be with him.  And this promise holds true for us.  These words from God to Jacob are also for us, “Know that I am with you and will keep you wherever you go…”  Last week we were reminded that we need God.  This week we receive the Good News that we are never without God. 
The trick for us is to carry this reality not solely in life’s most challenging moments when we are desperate for God’s presence but for every day.  At least once a day we should pull ourselves out of our horizontal routines and speak aloud the exclamation of Jacob, “Surely the Lord is in this place—and I did not know it.”  We know exactly where we are, “This is none other than the house of God and this is the gate of heaven.”
Thanks be to God.  Amen. 
   
