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July 19, 2026 

Pentecost 8 – Proper 11A 

Trinity, St. Louis 

The Rev. Dr. Paul Jacobson 

Genesis 28:10-19a 

Psalm 139: 1-11, 22-23 

Romans 8:12-25 

Matthew 13:24-30,36-43 

In the Name of the Holy and Undivided Trinity. Amen. 

Today, we have two stories, a paradox and a parable. Both offer us glimpses into 

the reign of God. First, the paradox. This morning’s lesson from the Hebrew Bible picks 

up when Jacob is running away from home because he had deceived his father and 

tricked his brother out of his inheritance. As night draws near, Jacob stops at “a certain 

place.” That’s a Hebrew way of saying no place in particular. It could have been any 

wide spot in the road, or a place that offered some shelter in the wilderness.  

But there, in that “certain place,” Jacob had a dream. In her 2017 book A Stone for 

a Pillow, Madeleine L'Engle, herself a mighty teller of tales, writes about “the 

extraordinary story of Jacob’s ladder of angels ascending and descending, linking earth 

and heaven, the Creation and the Creator, in glorious interdependence. The story of 

Jacob is not a story that can be interpreted forensically. It is not a tale of crime and 

corresponding punishment. Jacob is anything but a moral or virtuous character. He is a 

liar and a cheat. Heavenly visions do not transform his conniving nature. The story of 

Jacob is unfair. He didn’t get his just desserts. But do not look to Scripture if you are 

looking for fairness!” 

When Jacob woke up, he experienced that pair of paradoxical emotions that 

many of us know in such God-moments – elation and fear. And in that space 

between elation and fear, he realized that he was standing on holy ground. “This is 

none other than the house of God, and this is the gate of heaven.” 

So, Jacob took that random desert stone that had been his pillow upon which 

he had dreamed that angelic dream, and set it up as a pillar and poured oil upon it. 

The oil was both a sacrifice to God, who was commonly known as El-Shaddai, and 

a setting aside of that certain place as Bethel, Beth-el, the house of God. 

This Beth-el was not a building, it was not a container for God. Generations 

would pass before the Arc of the Covenant, the footstool of God, was built, or the 

Temple dreamt of. For the time being, for the children of El-Shaddai, the house of God 

was any place that God spoke to them. This is a lesson we all learned when we were 
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deprived of our buildings in the Season of Covid, that Beth-el could be found even in 

the wild and wooly world of Zoom. 

In a few minutes we will sing an old Spiritual called Jacob’s Ladder. The verse 

that says, “every rung goes higher, higher,” always made me think that Jacob’s Ladder 

was a way for me to climb up to heaven. But that’s not quite what the scripture tells us.  

As Jacob watched the ladder of angels, God stood right next to him and said: ‘I 

am the LORD, the God of Abraham and Isaac. Know that I am with you and will keep 

you wherever you go.’ 

It’s not a ladder for us to climb up – it’s a ladder for God to come down, all the 

way down to where we live, all the way down to the place where we are – wherever 

that is. In whatever “certain place” you find yourself, whether it’s a hospital room, a 

detour on the road or in a relationship, a place of boredom or of calamity, any of these 

certain places can become for you Beth-el, the house of God, the gate of heaven. 

Jacob, a con man on the run, is transformed by God’s grace into a someone who 

is blessed to be the new leader of God’s people. Jacob’s fortune, like our own, moves up 

and down over time, yet God is always present, always offering unconditional grace 

and the possibility of redemption.  

+ + + 

Perhaps this is why the lectionary has paired this story with Jesus’ parable of the 

weeds among the wheat. Could it be that Jacob the trickster, Jacob the shyster, Jacob the 

deceiver, who is also Jacob the guardian and protector of the Covenant, is a flesh and 

blood illustration for us of good wheat that has been invaded by some weeds? 

Jesus’ parable is a different sort of story than that of Jacob’s Ladder. It’s that sort 

of story that Welsh New Testament Scholar C.H. Dodd called “a metaphor or simile 

drawn from nature or common life, arresting the hearer by its vividness or strangeness, 

and leaving the mind in sufficient doubt about its precise application as to tease it into 

active thought”1  

Parables, that is, are not descriptive so much as they are evocative, even 

disconcerting, offering not explanations and definitions, but only glimpses into the reign 

of God. Parables require head-scratching. Which is what made them hard for Jesus’ 

earliest followers to hold onto without asking for, or adding, explanations. We, too, 

prefer explanations over having our minds teased into active thought. 

 
1 Dodd, Parables of the Kingdom, 1935:16. 
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A favorite tool of Jesus, parables lie at the very heart of the Christian story. As we 

saw with Jacob, when a rascal and a cheat is blessed to be the leader of God’s people, 

paradox lies at the very heart of life in God. 

But, back to the field. Jesus lived in an agrarian society, often using farming 

images as metaphors of the mysterious nature of the reign of God. The kingdom of 

heaven is like someone who has sowed good seed, yet an enemy has come and sowed 

weeds among the wheat.  

How does it feel for you to hear that the kingdom of heaven is messy and 

complicated, and that you will encounter opposition; that evil exists in the world, and 

may not be rooted out easily? This feels uncomfortable, and we, like the household 

servants, squirm, and want to fix it. We want to make the world make sense to us.  

We can just hear ourselves insisting, “Jesus, trust me, I know how to separate the 

weeds from the wheat. Let me at it, and I’ll have that field cleared for you in no time! … 

Let’s settle this question of who is good, and who is bad. Who belongs, and who does 

not.” Does that sound familiar to anyone, or is it just me? 

But Jesus says, “no.” “No” and “wait.” Why does Jesus insist on patience and 

restraint when it comes to caring for his precious field? Even as we acknowledge on a 

daily basis the insidious reality of evil, even as we hear the whole creation groaning, 

why does Jesus ask us to accept his timing instead of ours?  

Why? Because Jesus knows, as Barbara Brown Taylor puts it so clearly, that the 

business of discernment and judgement is much harder than we think. She writes, 

“Turn us loose with a machete and there is no telling what we will chop down and 

what we will spare. Meaning to be good servants, we go out to do battle with the weeds 

and end up standing in a pile of wheat.”2 Just picture the triumphant toddler having 

“helped” in grandma’s garden. 

St. Augustine spoke of the church as a corpus permixtum, a mixed body of 

believers. So here in the mixed body of the church, and in the even more mixed body of 

the world, where wheat and weeds grow together in the same field, it is tempting to 

spend our time identifying and removing the weeds. But the trouble with this is that we 

risk harming the good things growing in our midst. And we risk becoming so distracted 

by the weeds that we forget to live out the goodness God has created and calls us 

toward right here and right now.  

It is true that the evil we deplore is planted everywhere, and grows in each 

community, each household, each person. It is also true that we are called to work 

 
2 Barbara Brown Taylor, The Seeds of Heaven: Sermons on the Gospel of Matthew (Westminster John 

Knox Press, 2004), 36. 
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against evil and for the good in ourselves, in our communities, and in the world. 

Nevertheless, in the end, it will be up to God to sort out the wheat and the tares, the 

good and the evil. My dear friends in Christ, this has two very important ramifications 

for our lives in the here and now. 

Firstly, in these frantic and fractured times, we cannot always (or ever) know 

what motivates other people to speak and act as they do, and while we may oppose 

their words and actions, we cannot remove them from the power of God’s redemptive 

love by taking the work of judgment into our own hands. This week, to be honest, and 

to use a slightly non-biblical phrase, this sucketh. 

Secondly, by trusting that God will redeem the world, we are freed to take up the 

responsibility for caring for our little corner of it. It is God’s job to defeat evil and death. 

But you can care for your neighbor, you can organize with others to speak out against 

injustice, you can vote, you can support those in need, and in so doing, you and I and 

all of us together can create many, many small Beth-els right here in the Central West 

End, where passersby might catch a glimpse of the house of God, the gate of heaven. 

Can you imagine what that might look like? Can you dare to dream that dream? 

Through the ambiguity of paradox and parable, today’s two stories offer 

glimpses of what life in God can be…of what life in God is. You and I are firmly planted 

in God’s soil. Messiness and weedy-ness are guaranteed. So, too, is the love of God who 

searches us out and knows us, always offering unconditional grace and the possibility 

of redemption. So, then, friends, let us live in awe, as Jacob did that morning at Beth-el, 

giving thanks for the presence of God whose hand will always lead us, especially 

through the messy places, and whose right hand will always hold us fast. Amen. 


