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Unexpected Places 
 
Let us pray… 
 
In my house, pillows are serious business.  Spenser and Lincoln have a well-deserved 
reputation for stealing pillows.  They each have at least three creating a fortress around 
their beds.  I only have two pillows:  my main pillow and an extra reading pillow.  Paul 
has just one pillow.  The problem arises when Paul makes the bed and puts my pillow 
on his side by “mistake”.  Supposedly he “can’t tell the difference” and “it doesn’t 
matter”.  Please!  And before you tell me to just be grateful Paul is making the bed, I 
should tell you he doesn’t know how to make hospital corners.  Supposedly. 
 
Since pillows are so critical in our house, in this morning’s scripture reading I almost 
miss the ladder of angels because I’m so focused on Jacob’s pillow.  According to 
scripture, Jacob “took one of the stones of the place… put it under his head and lay 
down”.  He used a rock for a pillow!  
 
Turns out, the first pillows ever were made from stone.  They were used, primarily, by 
dead people who didn’t mind the discomfort.  In ancient Egypt, pillows were wooden or 
stone headrests used to support the head of someone who had died, because the head 
was considered to be sacred.  Then living people started using the pillows to keep bugs 
out of their noses at night, and to address neck, back and shoulder pain.  So the pillows 
became softer; fabric filled with reeds, feathers and straw.  And then, of course, they 
became a status symbol; the more pillows you had, the wealthier you were.  Pillows 
were even thought of as transmitting power: pillows made from jade were thought to 
increase intelligence, so maybe there is something to putting your textbook under your 
pillow the night before a test.  Pillows were also believed to help with headaches and 
depression.  You can find pillows advertised on the internet that help with these exact 
same problems, proving once again that there is nothing new under the sun. 
 
So it wasn’t so weird that Jacob used a rock for a pillow.  But even if that was common 
in his day and age, I still can’t imagine it was comfortable.  No wonder he had weird 
dreams.  
 
Or maybe it was his guilty conscience.  Jacob was a jerk.  He’s also a patriarch of 
Judaism; that tradition’s embrace of complicated figures is something Christianity lost, 
to Christianity’s detriment.  Anyway.  Jacob had cheated his brother out of his blessing, 
and now his brother wanted to kill him.  So Jacob was on the lam.  Another night, a few 
chapters on, Jacob will be sleeping outdoors and wrestle with God and get a new name 
– Israel.  But this is earlier in the story.  Jacob is running for his life, he’s got nothing 
with him – not a sleeping bag and clearly not a camping pillow.  It’s dark, so there is 
nothing for him to do but go to bed.  So he pulls up a rock, and tries to sleep. 
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That’s when the weird dreams start up.  He sees a ladder stretching between earth and 
heaven – remember the ancient understanding as heaven above us and hell below.  
And Jacob sees these angels going up and down and up the ladder.  We’re going to 
sing the song inspired by this passage at the end of worship:  “We are climbing Jacob’s 
ladder”.  I grew up with that song, probably you did, too.  But what did those angels look 
like, going up and down the ladder?  Were they hauling themselves up, exhausted, like 
miners, weighed down by backpacks in which they carried the cares of the world?  
Were they zooming up and down like on an escalator, bearing just the clipboards that 
revealed their role in angelic middle management?  Scripture gives us no insight into 
what these angels were doing.  Scholars say the angels were thought of as 
messengers:  maybe they all look like FedEx staff carrying overnight envelopes. 
 
But the angels don’t give a message to Jacob; God shows up and does that directly.  I 
know what I was expecting the message to say:  “Listen you thief, go back and 
apologize to your brother.  I’ll keep him from killing you, but just barely.  I’ve got big 
plans for you in this religion I’m creating, and you’re screwing it up.”  But, to say the 
least, that is not what God says.  God says, “I am God, the God of your dad and your 
grandpa, and I’m going to give you this land, and you’re going to have a ton of children 
and grandchildren and greatgrandchildren, really so many children that you will touch 
every family on the earth.  And I’ll be with you no matter what.  I promise.” 
 
So, whoever first said “life is not fair” might have had this story in mind.  Jacob steals 
from his brother, escapes.  God appears to him, and promises him land and progeny – 
the two most valuable things in the world.  I do not know what kind of stone Jacob was 
resting his head on, but apparently it was a miracle rock. 
 
This scripture passage was the basis for this summer’s Synod, the biennial national 
gathering of the United Church of Christ.  This Synod, held in Cleveland, was my 
second as a delegate from Massachusetts.  When I came back this summer I shared 
some of the highlights, and I’m happy to tell you more about it.  Today I’m focusing on 
the thoughts I had about the scripture itself while in Cleveland.  Based on this passage, 
the Synod theme was “unexpected places”.  Worship at Synod sought to help us think 
about the unexpected places we encounter God, from city hall to a concert hall.  But the 
phrase “unexpected places” doesn’t actually appear in the scripture text.  According to 
Genesis, Jacob says, “Surely the Lord is in this place – and I did not know it!”  I.e., 
Jacob didn’t expect to meet God there. 
 
We don’t, do we?  We don’t expect to meet God when we’re on the run.  We don’t 
expect to hear God when we’re hiding out.  We don’t expect to find God when we’re 
alone in a desert of shame.  We meet God in the temple, right?  In the church, on 
Sunday morning, when we’re dressed up and cleaned up and shaped up.  But, if 
Jacob’s story is anything to go by, God has something else in mind. 
 
Jacob had lied to his father, and betrayed his brother.  And God said, “I can use this.”  
Jacob had been such a conniver he had to run for his life.  And God said, “I like that 
guy.”  This is what the Holy does.  God sees beyond our broken, panicky, clutching 
behavior.  God sees the divine spark that dwells within us, that bit of the Holy we try to 
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ignore and hide.  God sees through our mess and our chaos and says “You!  You’re the 
one I want.”  Throughout the biblical story, God comes to the loser, the outcaste, the 
criminal, the friendless, the orphan, the outsider, and God says “You are mine.”  We see 
jail, a therapists office, a 12 Step meeting.  God sees a recruitment opportunity. 
 
So there was Jacob, tossing and turning, resting his sacred head on that incredibly 
uncomfortable rock.  And that’s when God shows up to talk to him. Jacob’s story is, 
then, also a reminder to us that God shows up in our uncomfortable places.  God is 
there when we’re hurting, wandering the house at night, feeling isolated or confused.  
But I think the message might also be that God is going to make us uncomfortable; God 
is going to take those nice, soft pillows out from under our heads and replace them with 
disruptive stones.  God’s going to keep us awake at night, filling our vision with angels 
on the go.  God is going to shake up our status quo, make us see and feel and hear 
things we’ve never known before, and make it so we can never forget them.  God is 
going to send us refugee children and an earth being destroyed and hatred toward 
Muslims and make us so uncomfortable with all of it that we can’t go back to 
sleepwalking through this world.   
 
…Scripture says Jacob’s pillow was just one rock.  But the story makes me think of 
cairns, the piles of rocks used to mark trails.  Cairns have also been used to mark the 
place where people are buried.  And cairns often have a spiritual aspect, whether 
marking a sacred space, or serving as signposts on a sacred journey.  A cairn can mark 
a place where God was encountered, an unexpected place where God was met.   
 
And then there are the rocks that our Jewish brothers and sisters and siblings pile on 
graves, rather than flowers.  This practice is so old, scholars aren’t even sure where it 
comes from.  It might be a warning to priests to stay away from a dead body that would 
pollute them.  Or it could be because flowers die, but rocks last forever by comparison.  
Or the rocks are a reminder of the ancient stone altars, the place where God was 
believed to dwell. 
 
Maybe Jacob shouldn’t have been so surprised to encounter God there that night.  
Maybe he’d put out a welcome mat for God.  Maybe that’s what rocks are.  Maybe that’s 
why we can’t help but pick them up when we are visiting a place, filling our pockets with 
bits of that sacred space.  Maybe ordinary, rough, random rocks are each some 
connection to the divine.  Maybe Jacob put his head down that night and rested on the 
palm of God. 
 
Of course, I have to give you a rock today.  Because everybody needs a rock. 
We can pick up a rock on any walk and start a collection of things we like, just because. 
 
Everybody needs a rock. 
With a rock we have a touchstone, something to hold when we need to feel grounded, 
something to rub when we feel anxious. 
 
When we hold a rock we hold eternity, a piece of something so old, so constant; a 
reminder that “this too shall pass”. 
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A rock on our desk in our temperature-controlled building where the windows don’t open 
connects us to the power and beauty of nature. 
 
With a rock we can follow Jacob’s example, for wherever we put our rock we can say 
“This is sacred space.” 
 
You can tell your troubles to a rock and the rock will not interrupt, or judge, or give 
unhelpful advice. 
 
A rock sets a good example for us; sometimes we need to just be quiet, just be still, just 
“be”. 
 
And sometimes we need to be uncomfortable with “the way things are”, like a pebble in 
our shoe. 
 
Everybody needs a rock. 
So we’re going to give you one.   
Once upon a time we picked up rocks everywhere we went.   
What looked like an ordinary gray stone to big people was, to us,  
a gem, a treasure, currency, jewelry, ammunition, a border, a wall, a pet. 
 
Now, most of us, we are the big people.   
Now the rocks are just an obstacle in the garden,  
material for the stone wall, pavers for the drive.   
Now, when we need rocks more than ever, we don’t pick them up anymore. 
 
So here are rocks. 
Some of them are smooth and shiny, clearly made by human hands. 
Many are the color of dirt, ordinary and dull. 
Others are mottled, containing whole worlds. 
 
Take the rock you need. 
Maybe you need a rock that is plain, to appreciate simplicity. 
Maybe you need a rock that is lumpy, holding all the bumps of life. 
Maybe you need a rock that is clear, to help you gain clarity. 
Maybe you need a very little rock, so it can fit in your pocket everyday. 
Maybe you need a bigger rock, to sit on top of important papers. 
Maybe you need a smooth rock, to put under your pillow,  

so, like Jacob, you can dream of God. 
 
Whatever rock you take, it will be the rock you need. 
Everybody needs a rock. 
 
Hold on to your rock, and when we get to the pastoral prayer, we’ll do a little rock 
meditation.  Amen. 
 
 


