
Will God Indeed Dwell on the Earth? 
 

Then Solomon assembled the elders of Israel and all the heads of the tribes, the leaders of the 

ancestral houses of the Israelites, before King Solomon in Jerusalem, to bring up the ark of the covenant of 

the Lord out of the city of David, which is Zion.  Then the priests brought the ark of the covenant of the 

Lord to its place, in the inner sanctuary of the house, in the most holy place, underneath the wings of the 

cherubim.  And when the priests came out of the holy place, a cloud filled the house of the Lord, so that 

the priests could not stand to minister because of the cloud; for the glory of the Lord filled the house of the 

Lord. 

Then Solomon stood before the altar of the Lord in the presence of all the assembly of Israel, and 

spread out his hands to heaven. He said, “O Lord, God of Israel, there is no God like you in heaven above 

or on earth beneath, keeping covenant and steadfast love for your servants who walk before you with all 

their heart, the covenant that you kept for your servant my father David as you declared to him; you 

promised with your mouth and have this day fulfilled with your hand. Therefore, O Lord, God of Israel, 

keep for your servant my father David that which you promised him, saying, ‘There shall never fail you a 

successor before me to sit on the throne of Israel, if only your children look to their way, to walk before me 

as you have walked before me.’ Therefore, O God of Israel, let your word be confirmed, which you 
promised to your servant my father David.   

“But will God indeed dwell on the earth? Even heaven and the highest heaven cannot contain you, 

much less this house that I have built!  

“Regard your servant’s prayer and his plea, O Lord my God, heeding the cry and the prayer that 

your servant prays to you today; that your eyes may be open night and day toward this house, the place of 

which you said, ‘My name shall be there,’ that you may heed the prayer that your servant prays toward 

this place. Hear the plea of your servant and of your people Israel when they pray toward this place; O 

hear in heaven your dwelling place; heed and forgive.  

        1 Kings 8:1, 6, 10-11, 22-30 

 

 We occasionally get visitors to our building, people and tour groups who come by to see 

our fused glass windows.  And I have come to enjoy leading the tour, telling the story of Bob 

White and his creation of these windows, and sharing this art treasure with our visitors. 

 The guests are suitably impressed, and I am suitably proud.  But there is also a part of me 

that wants to tell our visitors that there is so much more to this church than these windows, as 

spectacular as they are.  There are things going on here you cannot see if you only drop in for an 

hour on a Thursday morning.  And there is much about this church that happens beyond these 

walls.  I want them to know that you cannot really understand the purpose and meaning of this or 

any church just by observing its empty structure.  

 Sometimes I like to sit in the sanctuary all alone, when the building is empty and quiet.  And 

in addition to contemplating the beauty of the windows, I think about all the saints that have 

passed through this place, not just in my time but throughout our 116-year history.  I think of all 

the prayers that have been lifted up here.  I think of the joyful baptisms and weddings, the 

Christmas pageants and Easter or Pentecost celebrations.  I think of the funerals and the many 

saints whose remains have rested here for one last time, and whose lives are remembered in 

sorrow and in gratitude.  And then I wonder about what someone might be thinking if they are 

sitting here in 50, 70, or a hundred years from now, if this building is still standing.  What will they 

know of this place? 

 It reminds me of a poem by the English poet Philip Larkin, called “Church Going,” written 

in 1955, the year construction on this building began.  The title is ironic, because early on in the 
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poem it becomes clear that the narrator is not a “church-goer” in the sense that we might 

understand it.  The narrator is a man who, when he is out cycling in the English countryside, likes 

to stop in and admire old church buildings.  He enjoys being alone in quiet, empty churches, but he 

is not a member of a congregation himself, or even one who attends worship regularly; he is a 

tourist who is only vaguely aware of what happens in worship on a given Sunday.   

 There is something other than the architecture and the quaint antiquity that draws him in 

to these sacred spaces, but he is not sure just what that something is.  In the poem, he signs the 

guest book in the back of a church he has visited, puts a small donation in the box, and reflects 

that “the place was not worth stopping for.” 
 

 Yet stop I did:  in fact often do, 

 And always end much at a loss like this, 

 Wondering what to look for, wondering, too, 

 When churches fall completely out of use 

 What shall we turn them into?  
 

And he wonders what will remain, when disused church buildings start to fall into decay: 
 

 Grass, weedy pavement, brambles, buttress, sky, 

 A shape less recognizable each week, 

 A purpose more obscure.      
 

 In his own way, and from an entirely different angle, the reflections of this agnostic, church-

going tourist stem from the question that Solomon asked during the dedication of the Temple in 

Jerusalem—“Will God indeed dwell on the earth?”  

Our ancestors in the faith have always had an ambivalent attitude toward the idea of a 

permanent dwelling place for God.  We trace our faith journey back to the story of Abraham and 

Sarah, who responded to the call of God to pick up and leave their homeland, their dwelling place, 

and set off for a place of promise.  Many generations later, a band of freed slaves left Egypt and 

wandered through the wilderness as they were shaped into the people of Israel, the covenant 

community of God.  All along this protracted journey of faith, we have been led by a God who 

seems always to be ahead of us and on the move, a presence and voice that we are never quite 

able to pin down or hem in, and whose only name is the enigmatic “I will be what I will be.”  This 

is a God who resists being tied to a single nation, race, tribe, or location. 

 But now, in our reading from 1 Kings, Israel has made the transition from a pilgrim people 

to an established nation-state, settled in their own land, with a capital city and (for now) a stable 

monarchy.   

The descriptions of the construction of the first temple—the cedar imported from 

Lebanon, the tons of gold overlay and precious stones—all suggest a prosperous nation.  And the 

once elusive God seems to have a permanent dwelling place in Jerusalem.  Where the ark of the 

covenant had represented God’s mobility and freedom, the temple now represents God’s 

permanence and divine favor on the nation of Israel and its king.  

 The leaders and elders of the tribes and ancestral houses of Israel were assembled there in 

Jerusalem.  The ark of the covenant had been transported to the innermost chamber of the 

temple, the Holy of Holies.  The glory of God’s presence was marked by the great cloud that filled 

the temple to such an extent that the priests were hardly able to perform their duties.  Solomon 

stands poised to deliver this great prayer of dedication, of which we read only a portion, one of 

the great prayers of the Bible.  And right in the middle of all the eloquent words of invocation and 

self-congratulation—it is almost as if the reality and the enormity of the situation suddenly occurs 
to Solomon and it is more than he can bear and he interrupts his own prayer with this startling 
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question:  “Will God indeed dwell on the earth?  Even heaven and the highest heaven cannot 

contain you, much less this house that I have built!” 

 In the middle of this celebration, a cautionary note creeps in.  And suddenly our text 

becomes once again ambivalent about co-opting this free and sovereign God for the purpose of 

empire building.  Suddenly, our self-congratulation betrays a sense of the danger of any attempt to 

domesticate God for our own selfish purposes; the constant danger of presuming upon the 

presence of God in our corner, and of mistaking our own purposes and our own agendas for that 

of a radically free God; the idolatry of creating a god in our own image.   

 The reality that occurs to Solomon is that for all his efforts to build a grand house for God, 

God cannot be contained—not by our buildings, not by any space, not by our religious doctrines, 

not by our political agendas.  It is a profound lesson, and one that needs to be remembered and 

repeated in every generation.  But there is another side to this lesson.  God cannot be contained 

or domesticated or hemmed in because God is indeed immense and unbounded—but we human 

creatures, we are not.  God is not limited by time or bounded by space—but we are.  We are 

finite creatures who live in time and space and who understand things largely by our senses of 

sight and sound and touch. 
 And so we have need of these enclosed spaces made of stone and wood—spaces that we 

set aside not because they have some kind of inherent holiness in them, but rather because we 

have a need to find a way and a place to encounter the presence of God. 

 One of my professors from Austin Seminary, Michael Jinkins, worries about singing that 

hymn by Fred Pratt Green that we sometimes sing, “God is Here.”  It is not that he thinks we 

shouldn’t invoke the presence of God in our worship; but he worries that this statement that 

“God is here” is a bit overconfident, as though it were taken for granted.  He worries that it 

presumes too much, as though God were at our beck and call, as though we could call up God and 

command an audience in this place on Sunday morning at 10:30 Central Time, with adjustments 

made for daylight savings time.   I agree with him that we should sing that hymn with a certain 

amount of fear and trembling, but I agree for different reasons.  Michael Jinkins worries that we 

presume too much.  I sometimes I wonder if we expect too little.   

 God is not coy.  God does not play hide and seek, catch me if you can.  In one real sense 

God is here—is always here.  But I wonder if sometimes we are too casual in our approach to this 

time of encountering the presence of the holy God in this building, in our worship, or in the 

sacraments of baptism and the Lord’s Supper. 

 Sometimes I wonder if, when we come into this space, we are more like the tourist in 

Philip Larkin’s poem—drawn in by some gravitational pull, some force of habit or tradition that we 

can no longer identify or articulate; but once here no longer clear about the purpose of this place, 

no longer expecting an encounter with something that will touch the deepest part of our being 

and change our lives. 

 Solomon pauses in the middle of the dedication of the temple in Jerusalem and asks:  “Will 

God indeed dwell on the earth?”  The narrator of the poem by Philip Larkin pauses in a more 

modest house of God and wonders what, if anything, church buildings will be good for in an age of 

indifference or outright disbelief.  We live, I think, somewhere in between, in that tension between 

presuming too much on the availability of God for our own ends and expecting too little of the 

life-changing presence of God for God’s own purpose.  And my hunch is that we lean a bit more 

toward the lowered expectation end. 

 And so I wonder if sometime in the next century some curious visitors happen along and 

wander into this building to admire the windows, I wonder—will there be anything about this 
place or what it represents that will speak to them about the presence of God in the world, about 
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the love of Christ for those who have been cast aside, about people whose lives have been 

changed because they were here, about a community shaped more by what we give than what we 

accumulate? 

What I wonder is if this building and its beautiful windows in years to come will be a 

monument or a footprint.  William Faulkner once made this distinction:  A monument is a kind of 

terminal point, a marker at the end of a journey, and it says “At least I got this far.” A footprint, on 

the other hand, is the mark of a pilgrim on the way, and it says, “This is where I was when I moved 

again.” (Quoted by Eugene Peterson in A Long Obedience, p. 17)   

Will this building be a monument to something that may have been great in the past but 

has become obsolete?  Or will it be a footprint, a reminder that the God who is immense and 

infinite still stoops to be present among us, but leaves only elusive footprints that point forward to 

the next place that God is leading us?  Will anyone in the year 2121, looking at this building and 

reflecting on its significance be so moved not only by the beauty of the windows, but even more 

by what we have represented in the place, that they will ask themselves that open-ended question:  

“Will God indeed dwell on earth?” 

May it be so.  
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