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Sermon, July 19 2020: Nearer to Thee II 

Jacob Flees 
Genesis 28:10-17 

 
During this time of great unrest when culture wars are breaking out across our country…we are 

asked to define what our morals and values are; calling us to greater questions about truth and 

whose truth is being told.  With the fight for justice in Portland there is a fight for truth and 

truth-telling. Truth is being stripped away; raw, open and exposed for us.  

On Saturday, July 11 I stood with several hundred in the Parking lot of Our Savior’s Lutheran 

church for the “Awaken the Suburbs” protest in Circle Pines.  

Thanks to Siri Kjorlien and the other youth organizers and Joy Ohana who shared a speech and 

one of her beautiful, powerful, songs; the stage was set for truth-telling, and when the bell of 

the church tower tolled halfway through someone’s testimony it actually felt like God was 

punctuating their words.  In fact they stopped and said, “Thank you,” (while pointing to the 

sky!)  

That’s how powerful it was.  The words rang out—words that seemed to have been waiting to 

be said for a long time—freeing a truth waiting to be spoken. It wasn’t just what one person 

said but collectively it felt to me like something that came from something eternal and beyond 

us, and when that kind of truth is spoken it lets us know…we’re connected to something so 

much greater than ourselves… 

…That this movement is bigger than just a parking lot of people.  

Sometimes our experiences are meant to help us see the truth that others can’t.  And the very 

act of sharing it, is holy; it gives it wings to move the spirit in people. It can actually feel like 

tongues of flame sweeping over a crowd, making us understand one another in ways we 

hadn’t—much like that first Pentecost. 

There were a few adults who confessed after the protest that Saturday, “that they never really 

believed it was that bad…” 

And Siri and others I guess I fall in that camp too. It took almost 20 speaking their testimony in 

front of a crowd for us to realize how bad it is.  That there are some kids going to school every 

day with someone shouting the “n” word at them out the bus window; that there are Hockey 

coaches calling the family of an eight year old boy terrorists.   

I think we hear pieces, but some of us don’t have to believe it. We can avoid and ignore it 

because we have that privilege. 
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But ironically, its’ our silence, our avoidance, our lack of resistance—that gives this ugly truth its 

power.  Often we don’t see it, but like many shared at the protest; when we are made aware of 

racism and do nothing—it’s the same as saying it’s okay: It’s okay to be racist; to use racial slurs, 

and assault your peers based on the color of their skin.   

Many of the signs at the protest said things like: “Silence is violence,” or variations of Desmund 

Tutu’s words, “Being neutral is the same as being on the side of the oppressor.” 

 One youth pointed out that “It’s at the point where if you’re not actively contributing to the 

movement you are hurting the movement. Let me be a little more clear,” he said, “if you are 

not actively helping us, you are a part of the problem,”  

There was a lot of holy witness on that Saturday. The youth created a thin place where truth 

could permeate the silence.  The spirit seemed to be waiting to make an appearance like it has 

through history so many times, even going way, way back to that fantastical dream of Jacob’s 

so many years ago.   

In today’s Bible story Jacob flees…he has stolen his brother’s birth right.  In fact he tricks his 

brother out of it. And I can’t help but make a correlation here…how much this is like how the 

white folk and privileged of this world have stolen the blessing and birth rite of generations of 

black and brown people in this country and world?  

Jacob is on the road—high tailing it! I think he realizes what he did was wrong. Now what? 

Where should he go from here—back to Haran?  

The same question can be asked of this nation as it continues to awaken to its present and past.  

Where does our nation go from here?  Back to the way it was? Jacob’s grandparents had come 

from Haran. He was planning to return. We’ve heard the question: Can we make America great 

again?  

But the problem is we’ve been awakened, not just in the suburbs, thank you Siri and others, but 

everywhere.  Our country has been through too much to go back: Rodney King, Ferguson, 

George Floyd and so much more.  Once we’re awoken, really there is no going back.  

So sorry America! Sorry to the America that would rather sleep, or wants to go back to bed. I’m 

sorry but “We’re awake.” 

Half way to Haran, Jacob tries to sleep.  But God has other plans.  In his restless sleep there is 

this dream.  Angels going up and down a ladder.  A dream full of Holy Fire and light.  “Your 

offspring will spread to all the earth: North and South and East and West; to all the families of 
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the earth” Could it be thousands of years later that we finally fully realize this dream—that the 

Birth rite is for all God’s people.  It can’t be stolen, it can’t be taken, but was given to all!   

Wow. What a dream.  Jacob awakes to a new reality.  A new vision; and he calls it Bethel.  

Meaning; the household of God.    

We’ve been awoken on this path.  Some of us may suddenly see how our inheritance has taken 

the birth right of our Brothers and Sisters.  

Jacob fled after taking his. We also may want to flee. The reality is hard to hear.  It’s disturbing. 

If we listen our soul is probably disturbed. What the youth said that day was disturbing. But we 

were standing on Holy ground that day.   

And when the church bell tolled it was like it was punctuating the truth God wanted us to hear.  

Like at Bethel, it was like Angels of the past and present were visiting us with haunting and 

encouraging tales of history that are still alive in us, but also telling us that life could be better 

for us. 

Harriet Tubman and other names were evoked in the testimonies that day.  The grandparents 

and great grandparents who came to this country as refugee or slave or even free were right 

there with us asking us to do better. Through the young people that spoke they spoke to us; 

asking us to stop, even if just for a moment to sit with hard truth.   

The message was clear, don’t go back to the ways you knew or settle for where we’ve been. 

And as much as we might want to flee for all the transgressions our nation and communities 

have committed, the truth is, too many have fought for where we are now to go back.  

Taking from the old spiritual, maybe the only way to go is up.  Wrung by wrung! 

The thing with a ladder…is that you can go up and down but it keeps you in the spot in the 

Earth where you are.  

This scripture emphasizes the importance of our vertical relations with the divine. Jacob’s 

dream reminds us of the thin line between this world and the next and encourages us to make 

a place for God in the place we are at and to be led by this presence.  

To not worry as much about where we have been and the dirty deeds we’ve done or even 

where we are going, but to sit in this place and meditate on God. To focus on the eternal 

presence that continues to reach to us from that dream.  
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I keep thinking about how George Floyd died, reaching out to his mom and the angels; 

reminding us there is a greater vision, there is a household God keeps inviting us to build here 

on Earth.   

If only we can focus on this invitation, we can drop the guilt or the fear, or whatever it is that is 

keeping us from understanding this vision that God gives of a nation that includes us all.  Of 

blessing that includes us all.  Of an inheritance that can’t be taken.  Of a love that can’t be 

stolen. There is a great calling that we have been awoken to…whatever impulse we might have 

to drop and run or defend ourselves…we’re asked to stop and listen to the words of God’s 

calling.  

We are asked to realize this vision beyond whatever it is we are trying to get back to: our 

innocence, our privilege; or whatever it is we’re trying to deny or defend. 

God gives us a ladder, maybe to climb but maybe also to just sit and listen to the angels as they 

make their way down to us and speak through the young in a parking lot. And then as 

instructed, pick up the pieces and start building; one loving act at a time. We are asked to build 

this household of God; only we can do this, not down any path in particular, or looking back on 

past regret, but right here, where we are now.  

Amen.   

Let us sing together…(with pictures from protest) 

We are climbing Jacobs Ladder (3x)  

Brother, sisters, all!   

We are dancing Sarah’s Circle (3x) 

Brothers, sisters, all! 

Every Round a generation (3x) 

Brothers, sisters, all! 

On and on the circle’s moving (3X) 

Brothers, sisters, all! 

 

 


