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 In my office I have a photograph, wrapped in plastic and matted, that I purchased in 

Ireland a few years ago when we were visiting there. It’s a primitive structure of three standing 

stones, quite close together, capped with a long slab, set at an angle. It’s called the Poulnabrone 

Dolmen, or portal tomb. It’s located in a region in west County Clare known as the Burren. The 

Burren is a large, somewhere between 100 and 200 square mile area of grey, rocky terrain that 

almost looks like a lunar landscape. It’s beautiful and feels mystical. Which may be why this 

tomb was erected there some 6,000 years ago. On the Burren you feel like you’re in a thin place. 

 

 In Celtic spirituality a thin place is where the boundary between the material and 

spiritual, human and divine, is porous, allowing one to interact with the other. The location of the 

portal tomb may have been where folks believed the gate to heaven resides. So, they buried their 

dead in that place, perhaps to make their passage to a new plane of existence easier, more certain. 

There are places in our lives where God’s presence is palpable, more salient, where we can feel 

God’s hand on us, as the psalmist says. 

 

 But those places may not always be physical like the Dolmen. They can be emotional or 

psychological. There are times in our lives when we walk closer to God, and very often they 

occur without our knowledge because we’re in crisis or afraid. That’s what has happened to 

Jacob.  

 

 We know his story pretty well. He was born a twin, the younger one, grasping his brother 

Esau’s heel as he emerged into the world. Esau was hairy and adventurous, a hunter. Jacob was 

smooth and a homebody. Fraternal twins often have opposite physical characteristics, I’ve found; 

and in this case those differences were manifested in their behavior. One day, after a long 

hunting expedition, Esau came home famished. Jacob was cooking some stew that Esau couldn’t 

resist. He asked for some before he perished from hunger, but Jacob, an opportunist, first 

extracted the promise to Esau’s birthright. That seems like a weird thing to do, but in the biblical 

world the principle of primogeniture, the first-born, determined inheritance and career and 

future. Often there was nothing left for the ones who came behind. Esau handed over his birth-

right because, we’re told, he despised it.  

 

 Later, as their father Isaac lay dying, Jacob conspired with his mother, Rebecca, to fool 

the dying man, who had grown blind, into thinking Jacob was actually Esau and give him the 

only thing he had, the blessing of prosperity and success. When Esau, now a bit older and wiser, 

learned of this, he threatened to kill Jacob. And that is why we find Jacob in the desert.  He’s 

running away; running for his life.  

 

It seems like a strange time to meet God, and he’s certainly not looking to meet God; in 

fact, he’s running to avoid doing just that. But, “where can I go from your spirit, or where can I 

flee from your presence? If I ascend to heaven, you are there; if I make my bed in Sheol, you are 

there.” Jacob is always closer to God than he realizes, just as we all are. But in this moment, 



when he’s at his lowest point, when there’s no place else for him to go, it probably doesn’t 

matter where in the desert he might have stopped, the gates of heaven would open to him.  

 

In another psalm we’re told, “the Lord is near the broken-hearted and saves those who are 

crushed in spirit.” There’s an innate connection between our hitting the bottom of our resources 

and our capacity to be open to God. Some might say it’s only when we’re at that lowest point 

that we can be truly open to God’s presence in our lives. Until then, we’re inclined to rely on our 

own resources. But those run out for most of us at some point. And thank God they do. Jacob in 

the desert, sleeping with a stone for a pillow, is at the lowest point in his life. And that’s when he 

discovers the gospel truth: blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.  

 

We might ask, though, why God waits to be revealed at that lowest moment. Why does 

Jacob need to reach this point in his life before God speaks? What is God up to with him? In his 

wonderful commentary on Genesis, Walter Brueggemann makes the intriguing assertion that 

God stands with Jacob at this moment because God is interested in breaking down assumptions 

and siding with those who violate social conventions, like primogeniture in this case. God is 

impressed with Jacob’s mettle.  

 

 I know most of us may never have encounters quite like Jacob’s. But there are times 

when we’re called upon to reject the normal order of things and take matters into our own hands. 

There are times when a system that seems immutable is ripe for destruction. But it’s never easy 

to do. And it often leads to danger for those who dare.  

 

 In her article, “America’s Enduring Caste System,” by Isabel Wilkerson in a recent issue 

of The New York Times Magazine, the author describes how a caste system works: “A caste 

system is an artificial construction, a fixed and embedded ranking of human value that sets the 

presumed supremacy of one group against the presumed inferiority of other groups on the basis 

of ancestry and often immutable traits, traits that would be neutral in the abstract but are ascribed 

life and death meaning in a hierarchy favoring the dominant caste, whose forbears designed it.” 

She describes three notable caste systems in the world: India, of course; Nazi Germany; and the 

US. She writes, “Each version relied on stigmatizing those deemed inferior to justify the 

dehumanization necessary to keep the lowest-ranked people at the bottom and to rationalize the 

protocols of enforcement. A caste system endures because it is often justified as divine will, 

originating from sacred text or the presumed laws of nature, reinforced throughout the culture 

and passed down through the generations.” 

 

 The belief that a convention, a construct, is divinely ordained has proven to be lethally 

effective in maintaining unjust systems. It’s still used today to justify segregation by many who 

want to keep hold of power and are afraid of losing their place in our social hierarchy. But our 

system is ripe for change, as thousands marching in the streets chanting “Black lives matter!” is 

teaching us. And what Jacob’s story teaches us, is God stands with those who upset the social 

order and take measures to break it down. God’s choice of Jacob is a choice for the weak and 

dispossessed over the strong and secure. It’s a choice for a future free of the shackles of artificial 

constructs for the sake of justice, so the lowly can be lifted no matter who must be unseated from 

their thrones.  

 



 But it’s always dangerous to accept that choice and to act on it. It can lead us to desolate 

places with no pillow but a stone to lay our heads. It can lead us to the depths of fear and despair 

where we have no resources left, cast out to a thin place with Jacob. It’s in that place that we’ll 

meet God, not the god of polite society with its proscribed relationships and defined behaviors, 

but the God of Abraham and Sarah, Isaac and Rebecca, of Jacob, Leah and Rachel, the God who 

calls us out of secure places and comfortable illusions to go to deserted places and find the gates 

of heaven, the entry to a new reality of compassion and justice where heaven and earth meet to 

shatter our world and reveal God’s kingdom on our horizon. 

 

Amen 


