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Sermon for July 23, 2017  
“I am with you”  
Matthew 13:31-33 
The Reverend Roger Pancost 

Throughout the years I have had numerous people talk to me about the             
problems in their family. As a pastor, people turn to me as someone who will hold                
these problems in confidence, and perhaps offer ideas about how to address certain             
issues. What I have learned over the years is that every family has issues.              
Sometimes these issues involve minor misunderstandings, while other times         
families are torn apart by hurtful words or by damaging actions. 

An example of a family torn apart is found in this morning’s reading from              
the book of Genesis. In this lectionary reading we continue the story of Isaac and               
Rebekah, and their twin sons, Esau and Jacob. Just prior to this part of their family                
saga, Jacob, with the support of his mother, tricks his father, Isaac, into giving him               
the family blessing. This blessing, according to tradition, should have been given            
to Esau who is the oldest child in the family. As might be expected, Esau becomes                
angry when he learns that this birth-right has been stolen from him. Esau is so               
angry, in fact, that he threatens to kill his brother Jacob. Not surprisingly, Jacob              
flees for his life.  

After leaving his family behind, Jacob makes his way to Haran, where he             
hopes to find a wife and start a new life. We can imagine the emotions that Jacob is                  
experiencing as he makes this solitary journey. There is the sense of guilt over              
what he has stolen from his brother. There is a feeling of despair at having to leave                 
the love and support of his family. There is anxiety over the unknown aspects of               
his future. And, there is fear that his brother will find him and murder him on the                 
spot! 

As Jacob makes his way to Haran, he is at the lowest point in his life. He is                  
living in a world of fear, terror, loneliness, and unresolved guilt. Like Jacob, many              
of us have had times in our lives in which we have found ourselves in places of                 
such despair.  

Sometimes this despair has come about as a result of an action that we have               
taken. It may be that we have emotionally hurt someone, or made a mistake that               
caused harm to another individual. Like Jacob we can’t see any way out but to run                
away from what we have done and the people we have hurt. And yet, no matter                
how far we run, we are overcome with guilt.  
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There are other times in life in which we are the one who has been hurt by                 
another person. It may be that someone that we were in relationship with decided              
to no longer be with us. It may be that a family member said, or did, something that                  
damages us emotionally. Perhaps we have lost a job, or a position, that we valued.               
Or maybe we experienced the painful loss of a loved-one through death. Like             
Jacob, we find ourselves in a place of confusion and despair. 

Sometimes we are filled with despair because of concern for someone we            
love. It may be that that person is faced with a medical issue or is caught in the                  
web of addiction. We long to do something to help that person, but don’t know               
what it is we can do.  

Some people find themselves in abusive relationships, where like Jacob,          
they fear for their very lives.  

It is in these times of despair that we may question the presence of God.               
With the world falling apart around us, it may seem as though God is nowhere to                
be found. 

Those who have had such experiences can relate to how Jacob is feeling as              
the sun sets and he lays his head upon a stone. Many of us have had sleepless                 
nights as we thought about our regrets, our hurts, our fears, and our concerns. 

As Jacob falls into a fitful sleep he enters into an incredible dream in which               
he sees a ladder with angels ascending between heaven and earth. In other biblical              
stories angels deliver messages from God but in this story they say nothing. God              
speaks directly to Jacob and promises him that he will have many descendents. 

It is what God says next that I find to be very powerful. God says to Jacob,                 
“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 have promised                  
you.” 

Amazingly, this dream is not a review of Jacob’s painful past, but is rather a               
presentation of a positive future with God. This is the gospel, or good news, for               
Jacob. It is the promise of God’s continued love for this less-than-perfect human             
being.  

The message that God gives to Jacob is the message that God gives to each               
one of us. I am not speaking of the promise of many descendants; I am referring to                 
God’s promise to always be with us. 
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God promises to be with us when we have made mistakes and find ourselves              
running away from others in shame.  

God promises to be with us when we are hurt by the actions, and the words,                
of other people.  

God promises to be with us in our moments of great sadness, and during              
those times when we are filled with anxiety about the people we love.  

God promises to be with us when we are overcome with fear.  

God promises to be with us, even though we are less-than-perfect human            
beings! 

When Jacob awakens from his dream he is filled with renewed faith and             
enthusiasm. In amazement he proclaims, “Surely the Lord is in this place – and I               
did not know it! How awesome is this place! This is none other than the house of                 
God, and this is the gate of heaven.” Jacob then promises that just as God is                
faithful to him, so he will be faithful to God. Jacob moves from being overcome               
with fear and despair to making a commitment to love and serve God. 

Just as many of us can relate to the despair that Jacob feels as he makes his                 
way to Haran, many of us can remember times in which God’s presence was made               
known to us. For some, it may have been a dream or vision like the one Jacob saw.                  
For others, God’s presence was made known through the kindness of another            
person. Others may have felt God’s presence through an inner feeling of peace.             
These experiences help us to trust more fully in God’s promise to always be with               
us.  

After Jacob awakens from his dream he takes the stone that he used as a               
pillow and turns it into a reminder of his encounter with God. Whether we have a                
physical, or metaphorical, stone it is good to remember the times in which we felt               
God’s presence with us during times of despair. These memories help to strengthen             
and empower us when we are faced with new challenges, which, as anyone who              
has lived for a few years knows, will surely come along.  

May we continue the journey of life, trusting in God’s promise to always be              
with us. Amen 
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