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…I WAS NOT… …AWARE…
We can imagine that as Jacob laid his head on a stone pillow on his first day running from home, he looked at the
sky and was aware of at least one thing: his life was a mess. It was a mess partly because he’d be trying so hard to make it
right.
As we go through the big story arc of the Bible, we find that these old stories tell us our story. We are Jacob. You
don’t have to be to sleeping on a stone pillow, staring at the night sky in who-knows-wheresville to be in the place where
Jacob found himself. Which was frustrated that life he wanted––call it the good life, the blessed life––wasn’t working out
for him. Not that he hadn’t carefully planned and schemed, even connived, to get what he thought was his heart’s desire.
In fact, his striving for blessing is much of what had him far from home, in a mess he never intended.
He’s learning one of life’s hard lessons, which is that the fulfillment of the heart’s deep desires doesn’t come from
trying to arrange life the way that works best for you. It comes from receiving the God who can show up where we never
thought God would be.
To this point in his life, Jacob hadn’t been interested much in God. What definitely interested him was coming out
on top. Jacob had been trying to get his way from the day he was born. He arrived in the world grasping his twin brother
Esau’s heel. Esau was older just by minutes. Even during delivery, it was apparent that Jacob despised being the younger
brother. He grew up holding onto that grudge as tightly as he’d held Esau heel. And there was reason. The older brother
got the father blessing and the large share of the family inheritance.
At soccer last Saturday, Gareth’s team scored the tying goal with a minute left in the game. One of the opposing
players ripped off his shirt and threw it on the ground, disgusted. It’s something Jacob might have done. He hated when
life didn’t go his way.
That’s why, one day, Jacob schemed a way to swindle his brother of the birthright. He managed to get Esau to
trade the birthright for a bowl of stew. The need to get his way is why he went along with his mother in our story today. It
was her idea to dress him up as Esau but Jacob more than willingly played older brother to his failing father, Isaac. Jacob
duped Dad into giving him firstborn’s blessing. He was convinced that life could only be good when it was arranged the
way that worked best for him
Like I said, Jacob can look like us. The Jacob in us stews over frustrations at work––someone isn’t acting the way
we want them. Our viewpoint doesn’t seem to matter. We keep rehearsing the ways things could be better if our
suggestions were taken. The Jacob in us in prone to road rage. A driver gets in the way and without thought, choice words
and gestures fly out. The Jacob in us is always scheming strategies employ to bend situations to the way we want them,
even if sometimes the plans are only worked out in our daydreams.
Is it the Jacob in parents that gets them reading parenting not simply to bless their children but––let’s be honest––
to try and control them? Have you even been in a parking lot meeting with Jacob? You know, the meeting after the
meeting, where the conversation isn’t grateful for seeking the good of the group. It’s just rehashing how others are the
problem and scheming how to get things to go your way. Jacob is a player in global politics. He thinks little about the
consequences of his words or actions for others, he’s so fixated on being Number One.
But when what you thin is the blessed life depends on getting your way, you don’t just damage others. You end up
hurting your own soul. But sometimes we don’t become aware of this until, like Jacob, we find ourselves in a place that, at
least to our hearts, isn’t anywhere we’d want to live.

Like where Jacob was: alone, isolated, with a rock for a pillow because his brother Esau whom he swindled wanted
to kill him. Perhaps thinking of the miles he had to travel the next day, Jacob closed his eyes and a dream opened before
him. He saw a stairway. But it wasn’t the stairway he was trying to climb to get life as he preferred. It was a stairway from
earth to heaven, and God’s angels were on it, going up and down.
God was above the stairway, but God didn’t ask Jacob to get on the stairway and claim up. Jacob had done
enough. God just wanted Jacob to listen. When, despite all our efforts, life isn’t working out for us the way we want it to,
sometimes the best thing is just to stop striving or fretting or blaming others or ourselves and open our ears to listen.
When God spoke, what Jacob heard was not a strategy for turning his life around. Neither was it a reprimand for
how much he’d messed things up. It wasn’t anything he could act on. Just a promise he could trust.
The Lord said, “I am the Lord, the God of your father Abraham and the God of Isaac. I’m giving the ground on
which you are sleeping to you and to your descendants. Your descendants will be as the dust of the earth; they’ll stretch
from west to east and from north the south. All the families of the earth will be blessed through you and your descendants.
Yes, I will stay with you. I will protect you everywhere you go. I’ll bring you back to this very ground. I’ll stick with you
until I’ve done everything I promised you.”
That is a pretty good promise to a guy who’d done some boneheaded things. But this promise of blessing to Jacob
didn’t come from how hard he’d tried or how good he’d been. It was a word having to do with everything Jacob had been
striving for––a sense of worth, of security, of significance, of belonging. But from God came as a gift not from efforts at life
arrangement.
Could this grasper at life have ever dreamed that the blessing his heart yearned for wasn’t anything he had to pull
off? If he had known this earlier, he could have saved himself a lot of trouble and frustration. But sometimes our own plans
need to blessedly fail before we can receive God’s promise.
When Jacob woke up, he didn’t say to himself, “Oh, boy! Now life is going to get good!” He said, “Oh, wow! God
was in this place and I wasn’t aware.” As though he’d come to the realization that at the bottom of his frustration in life
was his missing the presence of God, and God’s care. And God’s promise to be with him through thick and thin.
Like we’ve been saying, we can be Jacob.
Something like ten years ago, when we lived in Kansas City, I was out for a run. In those days I was running five
or six days a week––partly because running feel really good but also, honestly, because it was part of how I let go of the
frustrations in my life.
There was a gas station, the Quick Trip, which I passed almost every day. One day, as I came to the driveway, a
car pulled in right in front of me. It was so close I could reach out my hand and touch it. Which I did! I surprised even
myself. Without breaking stride, as the car turned in the driveway, I reached out and smacked the car on the trunk. I was
hacked off that the driver cut so close to me.
I kept running and ten strides later I heard this angry voice behind me: “Hey! You! Stop right now. Who do you
think you are?” The driver had gotten out and was screaming that he’d press charges for my hitting his car. “Oh, good
grief,” I thought. “I could outrun this guy.” But I didn’t. I stopped and just stood on the patch of lawn in front of the
Quick Trip. The driver strode over and started to give me what-for.
When he’d finished fuming about taking my name and going to the police, I said, “Okay. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t
have hit your car. I’m sure it’s fine. I was angry that you cut so close to me. But it was the wrong thing to do.”
But then these other words started coming out. It was like someone else was saying them and I was just listening. I
said, “Look, I’ve been having a tough time. I’ve been frustrated about some things. And I guess I took it out on you.” It
was like a dream when my guard was suddenly came down, standing in front of the Quick Trip in a tank top and running
shorts, talking with an angry stranger.
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And I said, “I’m a Christian and I believe in asking for forgiveness. So I would ask, will you forgive me?” And the
angry face in front of me softened. And the driver said, “Hey, I’ve been there too. I believe in forgiveness. So I forgive
you.” And traffic was zooming by. And people were getting their gas the Quick Trip. And I kept on hearing things come
out of my mouth that I wasn’t aware were going to come out.
I said, “Would you pray for me?” The driver shifted on his feet and said, “Oh, man. It’s been a while since I’ve
done this.” But he prayed for me. And we shook hands. And I turned and ran home. And I got the sense that, in the midst
of that mess, both of us ended up with blessing and promise bigger than we could have arranged for ourselves. It turned
out that patch of grass in front of Quick Trip was God’s house and the gate of heaven?
The next morning Jacob got up and walked on his way. His story would show he hadn’t entirely left his scheming
ways behind. His trickery would have him running for his life once again, and eventually, he’d have to come to terms with
his past and his brother. But from that night on the stone pillow out in the middle of Nowheresville, his life contained a
new possibility: that his life and future rested on God, and not just on what he made of it.
And no matter how distant he felt from himself, from others, or from a sense of life’s rightness, God could be
present in ways he wasn’t aware of, holding out a future, working out good things.
We are Jacob. And the first thing to do with our struggles and frustrations isn’t to run from them or try to and
maneuver our way out of them. It’s to stop and receive again a promised life we could never obtain for ourselves. The one
in which the Lord God of heaven takes the stairs all the down to earth, and right where we are tells us, “I am with you and
will watch over you wherever you go. I will bring you home and will never leave you.”
For that is the dream of our hearts. For we are Jacob. And his God is ours, holding out to us a bigger life than we
could ever pull off on our own. Amen.
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