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“Faites attention.” “Faites attention!” “Faites attention, s’il vous 
plaît!” Madame Williams, my high school French teacher, said 
that to us more than she probably should have. You Francophones 
know that it means: “Pay attention!” That is what God says to 
Jacob. The Hebrew word is often translated “Behold!” or “Look!,” 
but in this story Old Testament scholar Walter Brueggemann likes 
“Pay attention!” 

First, though, God has to get Jacob’s attention because Jacob is on 
the run. He fears for his life because his brother Esau has vowed 
to kill him. Why? Because Jacob stole Esau’s blessing, just like he 
stole Esau’s birthright. As the oldest son, the birthright and 
blessing should have been Esau’s, not Jacob’s. True to the 
meaning of his name, Jacob “supplanted” Esau both times. 

At a nondescript crossroads, somewhere between Beersheba and 
Haran, a fearful but weary Jacob stops for the night. That’s when 
God gets his attention…in a dream. An awesome dream: a ladder 
stretching all the way to heaven; angels descending down it to 
earth and ascending up it back to heaven; and God’s voice…and 
promise, the same one God made to Jacob’s grandfather 
Abraham. 

Then God says to Jacob: “Pay attention! I am with you and will 
keep you wherever you go.” Jacob wakes and declares: “Surely the 
Lord is in this place, and I did not know it!” 
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After that dream, I bet Jacob paid attention! Because if God is in 
that place and Jacob didn’t know it then God could be in any 
place. Any place, then, is a place we could meet the Almighty. 
Walter Brueggemann writes: “[This story] insists that the world is 
a place of such meetings.”  They may not be as awesome as in 1

Jacob’s dream. They may not be as awesome as Jesus’ baptism 
(that we celebrate today). But this story insists that the world is a 
place of such meetings, that God is present and active on this 
blue-green earth, so that we could meet Him anywhere. 

Like Jacob, then, we should pay attention. Or—in the words of the 
late pastor and writer Eugene Peterson—we should be “present to 
the Presence.”  Present to the Presence in our lives and in the 2

world. 

But that is hard to do, especially in this day and age, when we’re 
bombarded daily, hourly, by pings and dings and rings on our 
phones and watches and computers. It’s gotten so bad that a study 
a few years ago (that made headlines worldwide) found that the 
average human attention span is shorter than a goldfish’s! (Our 
average attention span is only about eight seconds, down from 
twelve seconds in 2000. A goldfish is thought to have an attention 
span of nine seconds.)  3

Driven to distraction now more than ever before, we have to work 
harder “to develop habits of being present to God at all times and 
[in all] circumstances” (in the words of Eugene Peterson).  We 4

have to work harder to pay attention. 
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But that is possible. Annie Dillard is a good example. Dillard is the 
author of Pilgrim at Tinker Creek (winner of the Pulitzer Prize for 
nonfiction in 1975). The whole book is about paying attention. In 
her chapter titled, “Seeing,” she says we usually only see what we 
expect to see.  She explains: “Unless I call my attention to what 5

passes before my eyes, I simply won’t see it.”  So, she says, she 6

works hard to “keep my eyes open,”  to be present to the Presence 7

at all times and in all circumstances, knowing that any place is a 
place we could meet God. 

In that same chapter, Dillard gives examples of paying attention 
from a fascinating book called Space and Sight. It’s a collection of 
medical case histories of people’s reactions after they gained the 
ability to see for the first time. For example, a twenty-two-year-
old woman wasn’t able to recognize any objects at first, but “the 
more she directed her gaze [on] everything [around] her, the more 
[one] could [see] how an expression of gratification and 
astonishment overspread her features; she repeatedly exclaimed: 
‘Oh God! How beautiful!’”  8

Dillard suggests that those of us who’ve always had the ability to 
see often miss that beauty around us. She observes: “There are 
lots of things to see, unwrapped gifts and free surprises. The 
world is fairly studded and strewn with [unwrapped gifts and free 
surprises] cast broadside from a generous hand.”  9
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What if we paid attention, really paid attention? What gifts would 
we unwrap? What free surprises cast broadside from a generous 
hand would we discover? 

What if we put down our phones long enough to listen, really 
listen to our children, grandchildren, spouses, siblings, friends, 
young and old in this family of faith? What beauty would we hear? 

And what if we developed habits of being present to the Presence 
at all times and in all circumstances, or at least more often than 
we do now? What beauty would we see? 

Believing—in the lyrics of our final hymn—“[t]here’s not a plant or 
flower below but makes Thy glories known. And clouds arise and 
tempests blow by order from Thy throne, while all that borrows 
life from Thee is ever in Thy care, and everywhere that we can be, 
Thou, God, art present there.” 

Alleluia! Amen.


