
Surely God is in This Place -- Proper11A 

The so-called “News” from Iraq and Gaza and Ukraine 
and Syria and the Central African Republic, etc, etc.  
People killing each other, people turning their backs on 
refugees and children, people refusing each other 
succor. Sadly, none of it seems very new in the big 
picture, though of course it’s exceedingly immediate to 
those involved.  The compulsion of human beings to 
violent conflict and callousness is anything but new. The 
only thing that really qualifies as News, the only true 
news is the transformation of individual hearts when 
people stop doing these things and begin to live in ways 
Jesus describes as ‘The Kingdom of Heaven.” The good 
news of Jesus’ witness, literally ‘the gospel,’ consists of 
individual transformations, when people turn away 
from ingrained, in-bred, habitual selfishness and violent 
conflict.  When this happens, it’s news. As long as we 
remain complicit, even if only by way of complacency in 
the ways of the world, the ways of the flesh as St. Paul 
repeatedly calls them, there’s no news; there are no 
surprises; it’s the same old shtory. But when we develop 
a sudden appetite for forbearance, for moderation, 
compromise and self-effacing cooperation, that’s a big, 
big change.   

The quality and character of every occurrence of this 
kind of change is unique and colorful, even as the result 
of individual transformation is common tolerance for 
and involvement with the rest of humankind. There are 
innumerable ways in which a change of heart can be 



manifested in a change of life. The community of 
peacemakers that Jesus calls the Kingdom of Heaven 
grows in population and strengthens in popularity 
whenever this happens, but the changes themselves, the 
turnings and healings of which Jesus speaks are very 
much individual.  As such, we can’t judge each other’s 
spiritual development. Well, we can judge each other; in 
fact we do it all the time, but we can’t judge each other 
accurately, successfully or to any good purpose.   

The mustard seed illustration tells us that one tiny seed, 
such as a change of heart, or a transformed life, can 
result in a wide, welcoming shady home for many 
others to share. Likewise the small measure of leaven 
that each of us becomes when we decide to work for 
peace and justice, can affect a whole batch of flour.  Our 
little deeds and modest witness can aid the 
transformation of countless others, by association and 
momentum.  

When Jacob, in his dream observes the comings and 
going of the angels, up and down the ladder to heaven, 
he is undergoing the kind of transformation Jesus is 
talking about. Jacob is transformed when he commits to 
an ongoing exchange of energy with God. The angels 
come down the ladder with the presence and power of 
Heaven, affording Jacob a glimpse of glory. With this 
newfound power, Jacob and those he influences adopt 
attitudes and take actions that glorify God. He – and we 
– send God’s power back up the ladder through prayer 
and praise and peacemaking down here in the flesh.   



The Sufis address the same phenomenon of human 
potential: They say there is a light within every soul. It 
only needs the clouds that hide it to shift for the light to 
shine through. This is the light of revelation. It is like a 
lantern to us, it lights up every dark corner we wish to 
examine, and gives an answer to every question we 
would ask. For Jacob that night, the clouds shifted. It is 
said that there is a certain kind of cobra with a diamond 
in its head. When it goes into the jungle, the cobra takes 
out the diamond, places it on a tree and by means of its 
light, it can see throughout the forest. When it is 
finished, it puts the diamond back in its head until it is 
needed again.  From the moment of his revelatory 
dream, Jacob possessed his own diamond.  He renamed 
the place Beth-El, the house of God, but it can hardly be 
a coincidence that the place was already called Luz, the 
place of light, the foundation of life. 

 

Where Jacob is when this happens is unimportant in the 
extreme.  He’s out in the scrub, headed to a difficult 
encounter with strangers, hiding from his brother, 
whom he tricked, and trying to find himself an 
auspicious wife. What’s really important is that it 
happens, wherever he happens to be.  What’s important 
is that Jacob pays attention; he wakes up and smells the 
chai: “Surely God is in this place and I didn’t know it.”  
The story says Jacob was using a stone as a pillow that 
night. This is not as nutty as we might be inclined to 
think. Wherever one is trying to sleep, for most of us, 



something to raise our head at least a shoulder-width 
off the ground makes sleeping a lot more pleasant. In 
any museum of African art, for example, you can see 
objects labeled ‘head rest’ that don’t look too comfy but  
must have done the trick. Likewise Jacob, although he 
might have preferred something softer, uses a, 
presumably smooth rock for his pillow out in the wilds.  
It’s not the where that matters, it’s the when. He’s on his 
way from one tough assignment to another, and he is 
transformed. He thought he was on his own, but he 
suddenly realizes that God is with him. Indeed, 
wherever he is, God is in that place, and the angels will 
be descending and ascending for him, as long as he has 
ears to hear and a heart to feel. When he wakes up, this 
newly transformed Jacob makes a shrine to 
commemorate the great good news: “Surely God is in 
this place.”  As shrines go, this had to be a pretty modest 
one; the stone was small enough to be a pillow after all. 
What Jacob is really commemorating is his own 
newfound awareness. As such, his life will be the real 
monument. His attitude towards God and his actions 
based on God’s instructions are what become 
memorable, not the dusty clearing near the little 
Canaanite town of Luz.  And the future Jacob represents 
because of this transformation is part of his dream: 
“Your offspring shall be like the dust of the earth, and 
you shall spread abroad to the west and to the east and 
to the north and to the south; and all the families of the 
earth shall be blessed in you and in your offspring. 
Know that I am with you and will keep you wherever 



you go and will bring you back to this land.”  Which is to 
say I will bring you back to this state of transformation, 
anytime you like. 

Jacob’s experience of revelation, his breaking news, like 
the parable of the weeds sown among the wheat crop 
makes it clear that God alone, the great instigator, the 
great harvester, the true soul of history; only God is 
capable of initiating, assessing and chronicling the 
transformations we undergo and the actions those 
transformations propel us to undertake.  Moreover, 
even if we are indeed fortunate enough to have ears to 
hear and are blessed enough to be listening, our own 
transformation will be an ongoing process, subject to 
arrested development or distractions and requiring the 
regular exchange of cosmic energy – the Holy Spirit at 
work -- with a power greater than ourselves. We are not 
qualified to purify ourselves by ourselves; and we are 
certainly not capable of deciding who else is pure and 
holy.  We can’t make it our business to purify the crop, 
to weed out humanity. But if we cooperate humbly and 
seek to maintain our awareness that God is surely in 
this and every other place, then our offspring will be as 
the dust, our love will echo to the ends of the earth and 
we can hope to leaven the whole lot. 

Meanwhile, our responsibility, our control, our 
authority is only for our own attitude and ongoing life of 
love. Here is Marianne Moore’s poem Appellate 
Jurisdiction: 



Fragments of sin are a part of me. 
New brooms shall sweep clean the heart of me. 
      Shall they? Shall they? 
 
When this light life shall have passed away, 
God shall redeem me, a castaway. 
      Shall He? Shall He? 

The Good News is, He shall. 


