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I had a professor at YDS, who once told us a story once of how he would start his guest lectures 
when he would be invited to speak around the country.  
 
The first thing he would do is ask, “where are we?” People would say things like, “Ohio, or 
University of California, or the East Coast, etc.” Then he would say, “does anyone know what 
was here before? As in, before white folks?” Occasionally someone would answer to varying 
degrees of accuracy, sometimes folks knew who had lived there though not what had been there. 
Then he would ask, “Does anyone know what this place was called, its name?” Silence more 
often than not, would prevail. Lastly he would ask, “does anyone care?”  
 
Though the idea of “land acknowledgement” or recognizing the peoples and the respective 
names they gave to the land before colonialization has become more common, we still seem to 
have a deep, collective, psychological repression when it comes to seeing those who came 
before. Narratives that have very much shaped the identity of this country support such 
repression as well. Authors such as Aldo Leopold or John Muir paint pictures of an “untamed 
wilderness” giving the American imagination the illusion that prior to us, the land was just wild. 
That there were large swaths of it uninhabited and un-nurtured. That it was all just unclaimed 
“dirt.” Anything we call “dirt” cannot have much inherent, abiding significance or worth to us; 
it’s why we sometimes use that word to also describe people we perceive to be scummy or the 
“bottom of the barrel” in terms of society. Such manipulations of memory in regards to the land 
help us to forget our part and past in the genocide that got us here, that got us to these 
institutions, even to our churches.  
 
The reason I bring all of this up, is because this kind of repression, this kind of looking away 
from that which is ugly in our past in favor of the beautiful wild land, is present even in the way 
we read scripture. Our first reading for today, “assigned” as it were, by the Revised Common 
Lectionary, was Genesis 28:10-19a. To me, it’s always a little suspicious when we decide to cut 
a verse in half, though actually the assigning of verses in general is our doing anyway. That said, 
my first thought was 19a? Why not just verses 10-19? Why stop half way through? So, naturally, 
I went to go read the passage, and when I got to the end of “a,” and then read “b”  it all made 
sense. If you stop at 19a, which we did in accordance with the common lectionary, it’s a nice 
pretty picture. Jacob has this incredible dream experience, erects a stone to mark the place of his 
encounter with God and names it Bethel. It’s tidy and seemingly unproblematic. If, however, we 
read on through the end of verse 19, we would actually see that story ends with “He called that 
place Bethel; but the name of the city was Luz at the first.” 
 
Huh. So without that second half of the verse, we have this image of a wild land, uninhabited 
where Jacob has his dream and then establishes a new place to honor the Lord. If we read on 



though, we have to confront the uncomfortable history which, interestingly, the author chose to 
leave in, that this land had a name before. Luz.  
 
What do we make of this story? I confess I find it uncomfortably, a little manifest-destiny-ish. 
God promises Jacob this land, but we learn, that someone or an entire people, already live there. 
In fact, archeological evidence shows that Luz, or Bethel, was not just any run-of-the-mill spot, 
like, I don’t know, an abandoned ancient grocery store or gas station or something, but a highly 
important Canaanite religious site before the Hebrews overtook the land.1 Perhaps even more 
curiously, Bethel, written as one word in our English translation, is really two words that should 
be hyphenated: Beth-El. Beth meaning “house” and “El” being the name of the head deity of the 
Canaanite pantheon. There are clearly more than a few layers of complexity here. I will do my 
best to distill our reading into something coherent and relevant for today. 
 
First, we need to contend with both the fact that the Bible confesses to problematic and 
uncomfortable historical truths, as well as our own innate desire to hide from such truths even in 
the very basic ways we approach worship and scripture, such as with the Revised Common 
Lectionary.  
 
Perhaps, in many ways this news isn’t new. We know from Scripture that the Hebrews 
slaughtered Canaanites, Hittites, Moabites, etc., and in other cases those peoples did the same in 
return. We also know that the land on which we now live was taken in a similar fashion. 
Colonialists slaughtered Indigenous while building a country on the backs of stolen people. None 
of this we like to acknowledge. Even at Yale, arguably a premier educational institute, even, in 
my UCC History and Polity class, not once was the Pequot War mentioned where Puritan 
settlers, our church’s ancestors, slaughtered Indigenous men, women and children, sometimes 
taking them hostage. They set fires to their homes, burning the inhabitants alive. By the time 
they were done “fewer than two hundred half-starved Pequots remained of the two thousand at 
the beginning of the war.”2 Even after fighting had ceased for there was no defense left, the 
Puritans continued to attack them by burning them, starving them and other hideous methods.3 
Perhaps to call it a war is not entirely fair, it was more like a massacre. This is the history of our 
people as a church, and it happened on the very land Yale now stands and yet it was never even 
mentioned, even in passing, in my class.   
 
The thing is, ignoring the past does not make it go away. Repressing trauma, while sometimes an 
important immediate survival technique, is long-term very, shall we say, expensive. Eventually, 
the past does tend to catch up with us in one way or another. Whether it’s a history of systemic 
racism built from slavery, or our own difficult childhoods or past relationships making a healthy 
spirituality difficult today. So what do we do? What do we do when the bad is so thoroughly 
mixed into the very fabric of our lives, which also, often has so much good as well?  
 
I think the parable we read in Matthew provides us some answers : We harvest. We cannot 
destroy the whole field and start over nor can we just pluck up the weeds around the wheat, or 
we risk ruining what good remains. “…for in gathering the weeds you would uproot the wheat 

                                                
1 Gordon J. Wenham “Genesis 16-50” Word Biblical Commentary vol. 2 (Dallas: Word Books, 1994) 217-226.  
2 Roxanne Dunbar-Oritz, An Indigenous People’s History of the United States (Boston: Beacon Press, 2014) 62, 63. 
3 Ibid. 



along with them,” he says-- But neither can we ignore that there are weeds and that they 
substantively change the health of our field. If we do, it is at our own peril and the peril of others. 
So, Jesus says we harvest. We take the good with the bad and once we’ve gathered the pieces 
together we can start to sort and sift. What is helpful, what serves our values, what is honest? 
And what is bad? --An important note on what we call “bad.” Not all “bad” things are 
meaningless. This is not to justify evil or atrocities in some sort of sentiment that well they were 
“productive,” or “taught us something,” therefore they were okay, but rather to call to mind 
something along the lines of what Viktor Frankl argued for in Man’s Search for Meaning. If we 
can find a sense of purpose, meaning, or even just a small spark of good, of love, amidst the 
horror, then our suffering will not have been in vain. Like dandelions perhaps. They spread like 
crazy, they are considered a weed, many find them problematic, but they do give the bees much 
and actually have some low-grade medicinal properties. Perhaps there can be some good to be 
found, even within the bad. The purpose of doing so, the purpose of seeking for even a small 
sliver of good or meaning amidst the weeds is so that our suffering may not be in vain. Let not 
the suffering of those recorded in our scripture, those in the annals of our country’s history, nor 
our own personal sufferings be in vain.   
 
Right about now, you may be thinking to yourself, well, Anya, this sounds all well and good. 
Find meaning in suffering, look for the good among the bad! But how?? How do we actually do 
this? As we know things are much often easier said than done. So, what do we do, how do we 
actually harvest, confront the painful to then learn from it while holding on to that which is good 
and beautiful?  
 
I think the first step, is faith. To have faith, that there is actually good to be found. To believe, 
that not all is lost, it is not all bad, or that there is nothing in which to have hope. To consider, 
even if for a moment, the real possibility that, as we say, “God is still speaking.” Perhaps God 
might speak to us in our dreams, just as God did with Jacob. Stories like Jacob’s, or even like 
that of the Roman Emperor Constantine, who in 312 AD had a dream of painting crosses on his 
army’s shields which led to the most improbable victory and ultimately to his established empire 
that changed the face of Christianity; these stories show us something profound: that dreams do 
change the world. First, though, we must have faith that God has not abandoned us and that there 
is yet something worth harvesting.  
 
After faith, I believe, like much of life, it is a matter of practice. The more we seek the good, I 
think the better we get at it and the easier it may become. As we form new habits around 
gratitude, thoughtfulness, self-reflection, like ripples in a pond our small daily acts will resound 
throughout the spaces in which we live. I think we must practice looking for the good. Searching 
and having faith that we will find it.  
 
And if we can’t? What happens, you may wonder, if we search, but cannot find the good? Well, 
if you can’t find it, then I say be it. I say, what a wonderful opportunity to be the good. Perhaps 
that is our calling, when we can’t find the good, when we are raising our fists at God in anger 
saying how could you let this happen! How could you let us fall into these traps of greed, of 
violence, of apathy…We are suffering. Perhaps God is looking right back at us saying, “I give 
my spirit, but you, you are my hands and feet on this earth. You are also the good I put on the 



earth. For I looked upon what I created and ‘saw that it was good.’ You have the ability to be the 
wheat among the weeds.” 
 
Now, this is not to suggest that some of us are “wheat” and some of us are “weeds” – that too 
easily and too quickly can go down a dark and simplistic path of “us” versus “them.” Rather, I 
think inside each of us, is a little bit of wheat, and a little bit of, say, dandelion. Inside each of us, 
is a little bit of colonial history, and also a little bit of hope to learn from and be better than the 
shadows of our past. Inside each of us, is a bit of suffering, and also a great capacity to love, to 
be kind and seek the good. We must take the good with the bad because each of us has at least a 
taste of each. To be wholly good after all is a think of gods, and we are just humans ever 
reaching towards the example of Jesus.  
 
The journey will not be easy, it never is. And as a very wise professor and friend told me 
recently, healing is often actually more painful than being sick. I wish someone had told me that 
earlier. Things often get worse before they get better. The surgery and physical therapy after a 
bone break is often much more painful and lengthy than the actual event of breaking a bone 
itself. The healing process needed to sort through centuries of racial and gendered oppression 
will be messy, difficult and certainly not linear. To heal from personal emotional trauma in 
therapy even, first we have to retell, re-live the experience. It’s so painful, but it is the way 
forward. For whatever we need healing from as a world, as a nation, as a church, and as ordinary 
people, I think we have to be prepared for a true, honest and lengthy healing that will be difficult. 
No one ever promised an easy life. Even Paul said that we will be glad to suffer for Christ. We 
are promised however, that we will never have to suffer alone. And the path to healing? We are 
promised that it will be worth it. There is hope in healing. As painful as it is, as hard as it is to 
confront and be responsible to our pasts, our complicity, and our heartbreak, there is yet hope. 
Hope in God, hope in ourselves, and hope in each other. There is hope, that our dreams may yet 
change the world. In the spirit of meaningful healing I’d like to end with the Terma Collective.  
 

May our eyes remain open even in the face of tragedy. 
May we not become disheartened. 

May we find in the dissolution 
of our apathy and denial, 

the cup of the broken heart. 
May we discover the gift of the fire burning 

in the inner chamber of our being--- 
burning great and bright enough 

to transform any poison 
May we offer the power of our sorrow to the service 

of something greater than ourselves. 
May our guilt not rise up to form 

yet another defensive wall. 
May the suffering purify and not paralyze us. 
May we endure; may sorrow bond us and not 

separate us. 
May we realize the greatness of our sorrow 

and not run from its touch or its flame. 



May clarity be out ally and wisdom our support. 
May our wrath be cleansing, cutting through 

the confusion of denial and greed. 
May we not be afraid to see or speak our truth. 

May the bleakness of the wasteland be dispelled. 
May the soul’s journey be revealed 

and the true hunger fed. 
May we be forgiven for what we have forgotten 

and blessed with the remembrance 
of who we really are. 

Amen. 


