
Jacob’s Dream - Sept 26 

Surely the Lord is in this place and I didn’t know it. 

If ever there was a place Jacob wouldn’t have expected God to be, this might be it. It’s a 

nameless place in the wilderness.  

And he’s on the run because he’s just stolen his brother’s blessing. Jacob is a trickster. Earlier 

in the Jacob story, he manipulated his brother to take away his birthright. In the culture of the 

time, the firstborn son was the son that would inherit most of the father’s property and 

wealth. That was the birthright. 

But from the womb, Jacob had been trying to get in front of Esau. The twins were born with 

Jacob hanging on to the heel of his brother as if he was pulling him back and saying, oh no you 

don’t. I’m going first. But still Esau was the firstborn. 

When they were grown, Esau was a hunter. Jacob spent more of his time inside their tents. 

Once Esau came home from hunting and he was famished. His brother was cooking a stew so 

Esau asked for some. But before Jacob would feed him, he demanded that Esau turn over his 

inheritance rights as firstborn. Esau was so hungry, he did it. 

Now, Jacob has tricked Isaac into giving him the blessing of the firstborn instead of Esau. 

Esau is understandably furious. Once my father has died, he fumes, that conniving brother of 

mine is dead. 

So Jacob runs away. Now, he’s alone in the wilderness with only a stone for a pillow. He’s left 

the land he’s to inherit. He’s away from his family.  

His brother hates him. His father is crushed by his deceit. And his mother, Rebekah, who 

favors him over Esau and who was his co-conspirator, had to send him away.  

Both physically and metaphorically, he’s in the wilderness. He is in a liminal space. A liminal 

space is a space between one place and the next.  

In architecture, examples of liminal spaces are doorways, corridors and hallways, an atrium, a 

waiting room – a place where you are between where you came from and where you are 

going. 

In psychology, a liminal period is one in which you are working to heal traumas and addictions 

of the past so that you can move forward in life. 



The rites of passage in many indigenous tribes are planned liminal periods where young men 

are sent into the wilderness alone. It’s a space and time between childhood and adulthood.  

A liminal period might be one in which you are awaiting the birth of a child or news regarding 

a job you’ve applied for. 

They are times filled with uncertainty…anticipation…maybe excitement…sometimes even 

dread. 

The Bible is full of liminal spaces. Much of the most important formation of biblical characters 

happens in liminal spaces or periods. The wilderness is often the physical place where these 

liminal experiences take place. 

Examples include Jesus’ temptation in the wilderness, Elijah’s escape from the murderous 

Jezebel into the mountains, and the 40 years the whole nation of Israel spent wandering in the 

wilderness. 

They are places where demons – inner and outer – are confronted.  

Jacob is in a physical, emotional, and theological liminal space. He is forced to confront the 

consequences of his own inner demons. 

It’s not a place where he would have expected to encounter God. 

And yet he does. In his dream, he sees that there is a bridge crossing the liminal space 

between heaven and earth. This ladder joins heaven to earth and God’s messengers move 

freely between the worlds. 

Then, God is actually standing next to him. 

Given all that has happened, given all the conniving and manipulation Jacob is guilty of, given 

the hurt he has caused his family, one would think God would have some words of judgment 

for Jacob…or at least a good scolding.  

But that’s not what happens. Instead, God blesses him. God blesses him with the exact same 

blessing God gave to his grandfather Abraham and his father Isaac: “the land on which you lie I 

will give to you and to your offspring; 14and 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.” 

More than that, God promised to be with him through it all. 



Jacob does not deserve this. It flies in the face of all our ideas of fairness. To be sure, Esau was 

not cursed. Esau ends up prospering. 

But conniving Jacob is the one who will carry forward the divine blessing and purpose. At every 

turn in this story, we are surprised by a God who does not work according to our 

understanding of fairness. 

But then a God who works the way we expect won’t be as much help when we are in our own 

liminal spaces, especially those spaces and times when we are forced to confront our own 

demons. 

Jacob believed that blessing was all about him. He cheated his brother out of a birthright, but 

even worse a blessing. Now, he’s in this liminal space…he’s escaping what’s behind and he 

doesn’t know what’s ahead. 

In that liminal space, he hears the word of God…he hears God’s blessing for him. This is the 

moment where things begin to change for him. Blessing is not just about him. The blessing 

God intends for Jacob and his family is a blessing that will be passed through them to all the 

world.  

In the years to come, he will fall victim to a trick by his own uncle. He will again use some tricks 

to enlarge his livestock herds. Finally, he will return, with some trepidation, to reconcile with 

his brother. He will wrestle with God in another liminal space. Jacob will return to the land 

God promised him. 

And the blessing will be passed on to the generations that follow. Ultimately, the blessing will 

be fulfilled in Jesus of Nazareth, who is that bridge across the liminal space between heaven 

and earth.  

Right now, the whole planet is in a sort of liminal time…we’re waiting for the end of the 

pandemic.  

We’re in a time of uncertainty about our future in light of climate change and whether we will 

be able to make the needed changes to slow down the warming.  

We keep being reminded that there is still important but uncomfortable work to be done to 

end racial injustice. 

And in this liminal time, the Christian church is being forced to confront its own demons. I 

continue to be so grateful that you all have been very supportive over the last year and a half. 

We have mostly weathered this pandemic together as a community. 



But that has not been so everywhere. One would hope that the ugliness and hostility we’ve 

seen in these contentious times would be coming from people other than those who claim to 

be Christian. But in fact, it almost seems like some of the worst we’ve seen has come from 

church people.  

Pastors have been targets for people angry about the measures taken to keep their 

congregations safe from Covid. In the Nebraska Synod, over a matter of a few weeks, five 

pastors resigned without a new call to go to because of their treatment by segments of their 

congregations. 

The degree of ugliness and focus on one’s own rights rather than the good of the community 

has been shocking to me.  

Self-centeredness has always been our biggest inner demon. The liminal period produced by 

the pandemic has ever more vividly revealed. It’s easy to lose hope in the future of the church. 

I trust that it is in those most uncertain and frightening times that God is most powerfully at 

work to bless. But that blessing will be for a purpose – it will be so that through us, all creation 

will be blessed.  

Israel regularly forgot that their blessing…their status as chosen people…was so that the rest 

of the world would be blessed through them. 

Through Christ, we’ve been grafted into that promise of blessing. Like Israel, too many 

Christians have forgotten that our blessing is so that through us, all creation will be blessed. 

Liminal spaces teach us things. They shape us. We do not get to pass through a liminal space 

and time until we learn what it has to teach us.  

Will we learn what this liminal time is trying to teach us? Will the lessons of the pandemic 

bring fresh views and new life to the church? Will we leave behind our self-focus and be more 

Jesus-y? 

Liminal spaces can be uncertain and stressful. They can be times when we feel like God is far 

away. Biblical stories of liminal spaces, like this one, remind us that it is precisely in those 

times God is in fact most powerfully present, working to bless us in some way. 

But, like Jacob, that blessing is a blessing meant to be shared…passed on to others who are 

desperately in need of blessing. 

And often, only later, as we look back on our liminal time can we even begin to see what God 

was up to…and then we too can say surely God was in that place, and I didn’t know it. 


