“A Vision of Heaven”
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May 9, 2010

There is not a Mother’s Day theme to today’s Scripture lesson. The best I could do is say Jacob was a good boy, obeyed his mother, and did what she planned for him. Of course, that would ignore the fact that his mother had Jacob lie to his father, had him steal his brother’s blessing, and protected him by manipulating Isaac to send him away to find a wife. Clearly, the message is, “Give thanks to God for your mother.” Right?

Read Genesis 28:10-22

Jacob was a man in his mid-40’s. He was fleeing from his home and his family because his brother, Esau, wanted to kill him. Esau’s anger was not entirely unjustified; Jacob had taken away Isaac’s blessing that Esau desired. 

On his way to his uncle’s home – Laban was Rebekah’s brother – Jacob spent a night outdoors. This seems like an insignificant detail, but because hospitality was such a big deal in those days, the failure to find or seek lodging demonstrated the extent to which Jacob was an outsider. Even though his father had blessed him, even though he had received the blessing of Abraham as well, even though he owned the birthright Esau sold to him, even though he was his mother’s favorite, he was not welcome or safe in his own home. He was not welcome or safe in anyone’s home because Esau would not have looked kindly on anyone harboring Jacob.

Jacob was on the run.

The sun set. Jacob was tired. He found a stone and lay down his head. At this point, if it were a movie, you would get some music and the screen would go all wavy, indicating that the story had moved into a dream sequence. Jacob had a vision – specifically, a vision of heaven. As described, Jacob saw a ramp or a ladder extending from earth into heaven. Angels were coming down, some were going up. The LORD stood over him and declared himself to Jacob, “I am YHWH, the God of Abraham your father, and the God of Isaac.” 

The LORD reiterated the promise made to Abraham, the promise uttered by Isaac when he blessed Jacob with Abraham’s blessing, “the land on which you lie I will give to you and your offspring; and your offspring shall be like the dust of the earth … and all families of the earth shall be blessed in you and in your offspring.” And, if that was not sufficiently personal, the LORD further committed, “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 promised you.”

Jacob woke up. I imagine Jacob shaking his head, trying to orient himself to figure out what just happened. He said to himself, “Surely YHWH is in this place – and I did not know it!” He named the place Bethel – meaning house of God (Be’th = house; el = God). He got up, took the stone he used for his bed and made an altar for the LORD. He poured oil on top of it as an anointing. Then – and note this – Jacob made a vow to the LORD, promising to give a tenth to the LORD as the LORD was faithful to the promises made to Jacob. 
Each of the three scenes has something for us today: Jacob’s situation, God’s promise, and Jacob’s waking reaction.


1. Alone, with God.

As we see Jacob here, he had been stripped of everything familiar. Ironically, he was kind of an anti-Abraham; certainly a different kind of Abraham. Abraham was called away, Jacob was sent away. Abraham took an entourage with him, Jacob was alone. Abraham went to the land the LORD showed him. Jacob left the land God had shown Abraham, but was promised a return. Despite the differences, the LORD’s promises were the same – the land, the descendants, the blessing.

I want to be careful and not over-read what is here. Jacob’s situation in this story does not necessarily tell us much about his prior spiritual life. But his situation is comparable to what many people experience, so I want to take a few moments to reflect on what it means to encounter God in the wilderness. 

Sometimes God allows us to be stripped of familiar things – surroundings, people, responsibilities, and/or stuff – so that we will finally be willing to listen or receive what he wants to communicate to us. 

When does God have open space to talk with you? When does God have open time to show you a vision?

Silence and emptiness frighten us. In prayer, many people quickly get uncomfortable in silence. But even in daily life, we surround ourselves with spiritual noise-makers. Growing up, I can remember my mom getting up early, going downstairs, and the first thing she did – even before starting the coffee – was to turn on the radio to KYW, 1060 news radio. Even later in life when I went to visit, she had the same pattern. It was the narrative soundtrack playing in the background throughout my childhood. It started the day and, at the end, turning it off was the last item on her closing of the day routine.

Spiritual noise-makers do not have to be audible. I remember when I was younger and we had those telephone answering machines that would flash a light when there was a message; if it did not flash for a while, I started thinking that no one cared. These days, it is e-mail: if there are not a screen full of e-mail waiting in the morning, I get a twinge that maybe I am not needed as much as I want to be needed.

I know it is not just me. Many people have an aversion to quiet, open time. Think of how we greet one another: “How are you?” “Busy.” “Good!” We reinforce the notion with each other that busy is good, emptiness is bad. 


However, we also know that perpetual busy-ness is a recipe for a breakdown. We know we need that quiet time. We know we need Sabbath. Sabbath speaks of rest, of emptiness, of stripping away the normal cares and patterns of the week. It speaks of opening time to spend with God: in prayer, in meditation, in emptiness, in being still and knowing he is God. But many of us do not take a Sabbath day; instead, we use that day to “catch up” on all the things we did not accomplish on the other six days. 

To rationalize our lack of Sabbath-keeping, we look forward to vacations and retreats. If we look at the New Testament passage (Mark 9), Jesus took his closest disciples to the mountaintop. He took them away from everything – took them to emptiness in order to show them something they could not see in the midst of the mundane, the midst of the crowds, the midst of the calendar of their daily responsibilities. 

But even with retreats and vacations, we try to do it our own way. We tend to do one of two things: approach it like Las Vegas or as a work field trip. The Las Vegas tourism board has made famous the phrase, “What happens in Vegas, stays in Vegas,” emphasizing the notion that a trip to Las Vegas is all about satisfying your own personal hedonistic lusts – without any accountability. We all know that is nonsense. But the point is, if we are retreating to simply satisfy ourselves, we miss the opportunity to have space to hear from God. 

On the other hand, our family is headed to the East Coast in a few weeks for a vacation with Jen’s family – and I know that I will have my laptop and I will be e-mailing and writing and reading in preparation for the General Assembly. I am sure I will be in touch with the office. I am not actually getting away – I am only changing geography for a few days. How exactly am I giving God space? When am I going to listen?
A number of years ago, one of the margarine companies had an advertisement that said, “It’s not nice to fool Mother Nature.” Well, you cannot fool God, nice or not. It is not wise to ignore God. God allows us (and will sometimes be the agent) to be stripped of familiar things – surroundings, people, responsibilities  and/or stuff – so that we will finally be willing to listen or receive what he wants to communicate to us. 

Make no mistake: if God strips you of the things you hold dear, it will hurt. However, God will do it because his plan for you is so much better and more important than your plans for yourself. God will strip you of your securities if you have not already surrendered them to him. Having been driven from home and all the patterns that had been constant in his life – in other words, when all the spiritual noise-makers were taken away – Jacob was spiritually ready to hear from God. 


2. God’s promise.
There he was, on the run, at night. Jacob went to sleep in the outdoors and had a dream. 


What is the meaning of the dream? There are a couple of things. 

First, it is important to note that God identified himself as YHWH. It is the same name that God will share with Moses many generations later. He identified himself as the God of Abraham and the God of Isaac. He is the God of the generations. He is the God who is able to keep his promises, the God who has kept his promises. He kept his promise to Abraham, he kept his promise to Isaac, he will keep his promise to Jacob. He is the God who is transcendent over all of creation and yet is so immanent as to be connected to the earth near Jacob via a ladder. YHWH declared to Jacob, “What you believe is true. I am who I am.”

Second, Jacob was given assurance that what was happening was in accord with God’s plan for him. Many people have wondered what was the significance of the angels ascending and descending on the ramp. In the Old Testament, angels often were understood to be looking after different nations; kind of like holy police patrols of neighborhoods. The changing of the guard was a consolation to Jacob because it meant he would never be alone, that he would be protected even though he left home. The verbal assurance given by the LORD at the end of the dream sealed that message, “Know that I am with you and will keep you wherever you go.” What a comfort! Again, imagine Jacob’s emotional state as he was banished from the only home he knew and sent to a relative he had never met. 

Does God’s promise to Jacob sound familiar? It sounds to me an awful lot like Jesus’ comfort after charging the disciples with the Great Commission, “and lo, I will be with you always, even to the very end of the age.” (Matthew 28). 

Remembering and trusting in God’s promise of presence has been important to me. It helps me hold on when everything bad, troublesome, or depressing seems so big. I mentioned the General Assembly – our denomination’s highest governing body. I have been elected again to serve as a minister commissioner from San Diego Presbytery. During the Pastor’s Bible Study on Wednesday nights at 7:00 in the Fireside Room (though I am out this week), we have been looking at the issues coming to the Assembly. Ask anyone who has been attending: we get five to ten minutes into a topic and the collective blood pressure of the group skyrockets. Just mentioning some of the controversies will give you an idea why: Israel/Palestine, healthcare, marriage, ordination, and church property. (“Where is the gospel in that?” you ask.) By the end of class, the frustration with the disagreements and the inadequacy of the process to competently handle the business can be cause for despair. Remembering God’s promise of presence is a word of hope and comfort. I have become accustomed to reminding everyone two things:

1. There is nothing a General Assembly has done, can do, or will do that prevents me from sharing the gospel; and,

2. We know the end of the story. Our suffering is short-lived compared with the richness of his eternal glory. 
The meaning of the dream is like the first question and answer to the Heidelberg Catechism, which is part of our Book of Confessions:

Q. 1. What is your only comfort, in life and in death?

A. That I belong—body and soul, in life and in death—not to myself but to my faithful Savior, Jesus Christ, who at the cost of his own blood has fully paid for all my sins and has completely freed me from the dominion of the devil; that he protects me so well that without the will of my Father in heaven not a hair can fall from my head; indeed, that everything must fit his purpose for my salvation. Therefore, by his Holy Spirit, he also assures me of eternal life, and makes me wholeheartedly willing and ready from now on to live for him.
The dream of Jacob’s ladder was comfort and hope for Jacob. It was a message of God’s reality, presence and promise. 


3. Jacob’s Response

An encounter with the living God is always a little terrifying and unsettling. We are changed and transformed by the experience. Jacob was. His first reaction was surprise: surprise that things were not they way he had perceived them to be. “The LORD is in this place – and I did not know it!” It was a great “a-ha!” moment for Jacob. Instead of despairing, he could look forward with hope to the life he was facing. The details were the same; Jacob’s perception of the details was completely different.

What difference does it make in your life to know God is present? 

For Jacob, the dream spurred him to action. He got up, took the stone, built and altar and anointed it. He named the place. The tangible monument was a witness to God’s presence in the place, to the reality of the dream, and established as a remembrance to what had happened. 

I want to stop here for a moment. This is going to sound contrary to what we normally hear, but it is true nonetheless: Jacob built a monument as a witness to God’s reality, presence and promise. I am not pitching for a new building or preparing you to start a new building campaign; however, as we embark on the last two years of the mortgage on the Family Life Center, we can celebrate how it is an ongoing witness to God’s reality, presence and promise. The buildings on this campus are not the church; they are tools and testimony that the church is real. The church is the people who gather for worship – devoting ourselves to the apostles teaching and the fellowship, the breaking of bread and the prayers. The buildings are a tangible symbol, witness, testimony that God has called and led his people here. God is not contained in the stone, wood and construction; but God has called his people together, here. The money spent on upkeep, on development, on creating these places has been spent for the glory of God and the sacrifice of God’s people to do so is commendable.  
And that is the other piece of Jacob’s action. Jacob’s experience of God spurred him to make a vow. “If God will be with me” Jacob said, “all that you give me I will surely give one-tenth to you.” Tithing. 

Abraham gave a tithe to Melchizedek, priest of the God Most High. Jacob here vowed to tithe. It was a statement of his solemn prayer, his awareness that his well-being was entirely dependent upon God, and a response to an answered prayer. Some may wonder if Jacob was hedging his bets, vowing to tithe on the future income only if God brought him back to the land; however, it is more a statement of faith. The language here has more of a sense that because the LORD will do these things, Jacob will give a tithe.

Jacob did not vow to give based on guilt or obligation; he vowed to give based upon his trust that God would accomplish what he promised. It was not payment for services rendered, it was the anticipation and thankfulness for God’s future for Jacob. And so it is with us: many people are struggling financially, personally, and in all sorts of different ways. Jacob’s vow was voluntary – God had already promised. Jacob’s vow was forward looking. Jacob’s vow was his commitment to remember and give thanks for God’s reality, presence and promise. 
Jacob responded to God’s gift of the dream with action: devotion of his time, talent and treasure.  What difference does it make in your life to know God is real?

Conclusion:

Jacob’s dream was a moment of grace. It was a moment of grace when he realized he had nothing to hold onto, when he came to a brand new understanding of how things really were. “The LORD is in this place – and I did not know it!” It was a gift of grace he did not deserve, had not earned, and was not expecting. So it is for us: Jesus Christ a gift of grace we do not deserve, have not earned and were not expecting. With Jesus, what we have is a vision of heaven: the hope of God’s love for us, the reality of his presence, and the promise of our eternal salvation.

Amen. 
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