
Sermon for Combined Service on the 15th Sunday after Trinity (29 September 2019) - Mike Fox 

Genesis 28:10-17  Jacob’s Dream at Bethel 
John 1:47-51   Jesus Calls Philip and Nathanael 

Where is God?  A simple question – I wonder what your answer would be … 
In our gospel reading from John when Jesus started building his team of disciples, 
he called Nathanael, and Nathanael saw Jesus as a Son of God.  Jesus had 
recognised Nathanael under the fig tree as a true Israelite, one who was honest and 
would never tell lies – he could see Nathanael’s character and wanted him on the 
team.  Let’s put that in context for today: how would we go about drawing people 
in to our community here at St.Nicholas, our worship and our social life?  Can we 
say, like Jesus, we will see heaven opened and the angels of God ascending and 
descending upon us all?  That, I think, depends on our vision, and our 
understanding.  Certainly, if we look around at the natural world and we 
contemplate a creator God, we can see his influence everywhere. 
So, where is God?  That image of angels ascending and descending takes us right 
back to our first reading from Genesis when Jacob had a dream about that ladder 
into heaven.  More than that, he finds the Lord God standing alongside him and 
opening up the future and his place in it.  On awakening, he says: “how awesome 
is this place – it is none other than the house of God, and this is the gate of 
heaven.”  So, thereafter he calls it Bethel, which means the “house of God”.  A 
useful trick you may wish to know: if you see a Jewish name that finishes with 
“el”, that’s likely to mean something to do with God.  Did you notice that the 
disciple we heard about in our gospel was called Nathanael, which means “a gift of 
God”?  We heard another name in our second reading too; did you spot it? 
Nathanael was a member of the tribe of Israel – if you follow the life of Jacob in 
the book of Genesis, you’ll find that he wrestles with God at a place he 
subsequently calls Peniel, meaning “face of God” [Genesis 32:30].  In the old 
days, it was thought that you couldn’t see God and live, yet Jacob fights him, sees 
his face and still survives … and at the same time we find God renaming Jacob as 
“Israel” [Genesis 32:28], one who has fought with God and lives on. 

Where is God?  I’ll just pop in one quote from the Quaker 
tradition – you’ll have heard me say this before, but it 
comes from George Fox who had been imprisoned for 
declaring that, having given up on all the priests, “there 
is one, even Christ Jesus, that can speak to my condition” 
[QFP=Quaker, Faith and Practice 19.02].  The 
authorities didn’t like that, and put him in Launceston 
prison in Cornwall, out of harm’s way, or so they thought 
– he wrote a letter from there, saying: “This is the word 
of the Lord God to you all: be patterns, be examples in all 
countries, places, islands, nations, wherever you come, 
that your life may preach among all sorts of people, and 
to them; then you will come to walk cheerfully over the 

world, answering that of God in every one” [QFP 19.32].  



That is often quoted in Quaker circles, recognising that of God in everyone – not 
always easy, but it seems to me a good principle.  Try and see the good in whoever 
we meet; try and love them and we will soon find God is in our midst taking us all 
forward.  We remember him saying: “where two or three are gathered in my name, 
there am I” [Matthew 18:20]. 
That’s more or less covered our two readings – let’s expand the question Where is 
God? into our own experience a little bit, and into the created order.  It would be 
interesting to know where people go to be with God, or to have a greater sense of 
being in the presence of God.  I wonder, where would you go ? 

Since we’ve borrowed quite a bit of liturgy from 
the Iona Community this morning, I would like 
to say how much I appreciate being reminded of 
all that.  The isle of Iona is a very special place 
for me and of course for the Iona Community; 
that’s where it all began.  George MacLeod, who 
founded the Community, speaks about it as a 

very thin place, only a thin separation between spirit and matter, a place where we 
may find it easier to feel the Holy Spirit working among us … and I thought we 
might go there now and explore a little. 
How many of you have visited Iona? and how many how stayed on the island? 
Considering that it’s more than a day’s journey from here, that’s quite a lot. 

So, let’s do a virtual tour of the island, starting at the front 
entrance to the Abbey.  There we find a stone cross, dedicated 
to St.Martin, a fourth century soldier who is said to have 
shared his clothing with a poor man and received a vision of 
Christ.  May God bless our pilgrimage around the island: 
“Bless to us, O God, the earth beneath our feet; bless to us, O 
God, the path whereon we go; bless to us, O God, the people 
whom we meet”. [Iona Community Worship Book, Wild Goose 
Publications 1991] 

We walk out of the Abbey grounds, turn left and go 
down to the Augustinian Nunnery, which was built in 
the 13th century at about the same time as the 
Benedictine Abbey; it is a ruin now, open to the 
elements, and we can pause and ponder on how the 
spirit endows us all with wisdom and understanding: 
“Bless to us, O God, our souls that come from on high; 
bless to us, O God, our bodies that are of earth”. 

We continue on through the village, out across the 
island and up past the reservoir, no longer used but 
a symbol to us of the need for clean water for all: 
“Bless to us, O God, the water of life; baptise our 
dreams and make them holy”. [“Around a thin 
place”, Jane Bentley and Neil Paynter, Wild Goose 
Publications, 2011] 



Over the rough moorland and down to the long-disused 
Marble Quarry where we are dwarfed in time and space: 
“We are so small in this ancient cosmos, yet we are 
individually known: our names are engraved on your palms; 
your love is inscribed on our lives”. 

Round the headland is the place 
where Columba is said to have 
landed, out of sight of his homeland 
Ireland, ready to start life anew: “God of new beginnings, 
help us to let go of the things that hold us back; remind us 
of your love, and help us to follow 
in your way”. 

We head back across the machair, common land where cows 
graze and crops grow: “O God, to those who have hunger 
give bread; to us who have bread give hunger for justice”. 

We climb to the 
highest point on 
the island, Dun I, 
j u s t o v e r 1 0 0 
metres and we pray: “God of the high 
places, fill me with your power: 
creating power of the Father, life-giving 

power of the Son, liberating power of the Spirit”. 
We return to the Reilig Òdhrain alongside the Abbey, the 
burial place of both kings and commoners: “May God’s 
goodness be ours and may the power of the Spirit pour on 
us richly today and in the days to come”. 
There you are; a quick canter around the island of Iona, 
pausing at some of the critical points and drawing closer to 
God whenever we do.  The challenge for us here is to do the 
same wherever we are in the world.  Pausing is good!  Remember the psalmist 
saying: “Be still and know that I am God” [Ps.46:10].  Listen carefully and He 
will guide us … 

... in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, AMEN  
  


