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The first volume of the New Interpreter’s Bible contains a number of articles on different contexts in which the bible is read. There are chapters with headings such as “Reading the Bible as African Americans”, “Reading the Bible as Asian Americans”, “Reading the Bible as Hispanic Americans”, “Reading the Bible as Native Americans”. Reading through these chapters caused me to wonder about the context in which I, as an Australian of predominantly Anglo-Celtic background, read the bible. Obviously, just as there is no one American context in which one reads, so there is no single Australian context. There are however contexts, shaped by history, culture, politics and religion that are peculiar to Australia, and which influence how the bible is read. One context, which this paper will explore, is the relationship of non-indigenous Australians with the land, an issue which is of enormous contemporary interest and importance. Recently, issues such as climate change, prolonged droughts, and the recognition of native title have caused non-indigenous Australians to question their relationship with the land.   In this paper there will be little or no reference to Aboriginal peoples, their point of view, their relationship to the land, and to what they might contribute to the reading of the bible in contemporary Australia. Their omission is not an act of disrespect, or an attempt to exclude. Far from it. It is simply a recognition that I am neither authorised nor qualified to speak on their behalf. They do not need me to articulate their views. They are capable of doing that for themselves. Biblical texts which treat of people and their relationship to land provide a way of reflecting on the crisis and finding new ways of reimagining our relationship with the land.
The paper has four sections. The first is methodological. One of the goals of the Contextual Biblical Interpretation consultation is to explore “the methodological justifications” for contextual readings. See http://www.sbl-site.org/meetings/Congresses_ProgramUnits.aspx?MeetingId=12. The second is an expose about the current Australian context in regard to the relationship with land. The medium which I will use to do this is Joan Lindsay’s 1967 novel, Picnic at Hanging Rock, made into a movie in 1975. Joan Lindsay, Picnic at Hanging Rock (Ringwood, Vic.: Penguin, Cheshire, 1970). The third is a reading of the story of Jacob at Bethel (Gen 28:10-22) with a focus on the role of the land in the narrative. The fourth explores how the reading of Gen 28:10-22 contributes to the process of reimaging our relationship to the land.

1. Methodological Issues
The methodology used in this paper sees interpretation as a dynamic and dialectic process between text and reader. Meaning arises from this encounter. A text is capable of multiple meanings, and its interpretation is not to be equated with the search for the meaning an original author intended for an original audience. The intention of the author is one facet of the interpretive process (so, Paul Ricoeur, Interpretation Theory: Discourse and the Surplus of Meaning [Fort Worth: Texas Christian University Press, 1976], 30–31. See also Paul Ricoeur, “Appropriation,” in Hermeneutics and the Human Sciences, ed. and trans. John B. Thompson [New York: Cambridge University Press, 1981], 191. While the text enjoys “semantic autonomy”, it is not capable of an infinite number of readings. Internal structures such as grammar, literary style, and the sense of the words used, act as parameters to restrict the number of possible meanings. Ricoeur talks about “signals provided by the text”, and the reader being assigned a role by “the instructions in the text” (Paul Ricoeur, “Between the Text and Its Readers,” in A Ricoeur Reader: Reflection and Imagination, ed. Mario J. Valdés [Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1991], 402, 403. See also his comments about “textual constraints” (Paul Ricoeur, “World of the Text, World of the Reader,” in A Ricoeur Reader: Reflection and Imagination, ed. Mario J. Valdés [Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1991], 495. At the same time the text points to something beyond itself. Language “says something about something”. Paul Ricoeur, Time and Narrative (Chicago/London: University of Chicago Press, 1984), 1:78. In reading the reader engages with an experience that the text brings to language. Ibid., 1:78–79. 
The reader’s engagement of the text is a dynamic process. Reading makes the text complete, because the text does not exist as an end in itself. Ricoeur, “Between the Text and Its Readers,” 395. Reading changes the reader. It engages him/her in what Ricouer calls a “struggle”, involving “the rights of the reader” and “the rights of the text”. Ricoeur, Interpretation Theory, 32. The reader is both passive and active. He/she engages the text with its rhetorical strategies and structures which “furnish the guidelines for an encounter between the text and its readers”. Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, 1:76. Reading opens up a world of different possibilities for self-understanding and ways of being for the reader to explore and inhabit. In this sense the reader is passive, and is changed by the reading process. Reading is about “exposing ourselves to the text and receiving from it an enlarged self” (Paul Ricoeur, “The Hermeutical Function of Distanciation,” in Paul Ricoeur: Hermeneutics and the Human Sciences, ed. and trans. John B. Thompson [New York: Cambridge University Press, 1981], 143). See also, Ricoeur, “Appropriation,” 191–93  
This paper is an exploration of the different possibilities that reading a biblical text and an Australian novel will open up for self-understanding in the context of contemporary Australia with its concerns about the land and our current climate crisis.

2. An Australian Context
In this section of the paper I will firstly provide some background to the current concerns about land in Australia before proceeding to my reading of Picnic at Hanging Rock. Besides its thematic similarities to Gen 28:10-22, I have chosen Picnic because it was also a very popular movie in Australia. It is a text which was “read” by a larger number of people than if it remained only in printed form, and so can be said to engage “ordinary readers”. See the requirements for papers for this program unit (http://www.sbl-site.org/meetings/Congresses_ProgramUnits.aspx?MeetingId=12). The movie of Picnic was made in 1975 and directed by Peter Weir. For material of a general nature on the film, see http://www.bookmice.net/darkchilde/rock/picnic.html. 

2.1. Background Briefing
In public discourse in the Australian context land has an important place, both in the current political and economic climate and in our non-indigenous literary tradition. The foundation for the occupation of Australia by the British was the conquest mentality of eighteenth and nineteenth century Europe. For further on this, see Philipp Pattberg, “Conquest, Domination and Control: Europe’s Mastery of Nature in Historic Perspective,” Journal of Political Ecology 14 (2007): 1–9; Max Griffiths, Aboriginal Affairs 1967–2005: Seeking a Solution (Dural, Australia: Rosenberg Publishing, 2006), 106–27; Peter Harrison, “‘Fill the Earth and Subdue It’: Biblical Warrants for Colonization in Seventeenth Century England,” Journal of Religious History 29 (2005): 3–24. Associated with this mentality was the understanding that the continent was terra nullius, i.e., a land that belonged to nobody. Stuart Banner, “Why Terra Nullius? Anthropology and Property Law in Early Australia,” Law and History Review 23 (2005): 95–131. Under this regime European society in Australia, apart external threats of invasion, possessed and used land with relative security. In the last twenty years or so, that security has diminished, for a number of reasons. One is the 1992 Mabo and 1996 Wik decisions of the High Court of Australia. The former overturned the existing regime of land ownership based on terra nullius, and recognised the rights of ownership of land (“native title”, as it is commonly called) by aboriginal peoples. The latter determined that native title is not automatically extinguished by the granting of leases on land for pastoral purposes. While some reactions to these decisions bordered on the hysterical with claims that people’s backyards were under threat, the decisions raised many questions about access to land, security of tenure, and the place of Aboriginal peoples in our society. On some very practical implications of the court decisions, see e.g., C. L. Ogleby, “Terra Nullius, the High Court and Surveyors,” The Australian Surveyor 38 (1993): 171–89; . Griffiths, Aboriginal Affairs, 106–27. Our old relationship with the land has now changed. It is no longer ours for the taking and the using. Now, anyone involved in new mining, tourism and other such projects has to sit down with traditional owners and negotiate, and cannot proceed on the assumption that the land is there to be taken and used.
Another factor which has influenced our relationship with the land is the current climate crisis. While it has global dimensions, it has particular ramifications for Australia, the world’s driest continent. For many years Australia has been a major supplier of food on world markets. However, at present substantial parts of the country are in the grip of prolonged drought, a situation which has given rise not only to public debate about how we use water but also attempts by governments both state and federal to address the question. The situation is now critical because the nation’s largest river system, the Murray-Darling basin, is in a severely degraded state with water levels in different areas at record lows. Blueprint for a Living Continent: A Way Forward from the Wentworth Group of Concerned Scientists (2001), 2. Such a recognition contains within it the need for us to rethink our attitude and relationship to the land. In the past, there have been attempts at ensuring secure supplies of water and drought-proofing the country such as changing the course of rivers and building pipelines of extraordinary length. These schemes have been generally judged as either impractical or too expensive. In a major study of the state of the Murray-Darling, a group of eminent scientists (“the Wentworth group”) stated as one presupposition for rehabilitating the system, that we recognise that the continent cannot be made drought-proof. The resolution of this and other issues requires a radical change in both attitude and practice, as was clearly recognised by the Wentworth Group: “What we need to learn is to live in harmony with the landscape, not fight against it”. Blueprint, 2.
One resource for learning to reimagine our relationship with the land is the literary and artistic tradition of non-indigenous Australia. Where the dominant society viewed land principally in a utilitarian way and as an economic resource, Australian artists, poets and writers have articulated very different understandings of the land. Picnic provides one such example.

2.2. Picnic at Hanging Rock
Set in the year 1900 near Hanging Rock, a volcanic rock outcrop about 80 kilometres from Melbourne, Picnic is the account of the mysterious disappearance of three schoolgirls from the nearby Appleyard College during a school excursion there. My reading of the novel focuses on the themes of the power of the land, represented by the metonymy of the rock, its capacity to fascinate, and European settlement’s tenuous hold on it.
The power of the land is reflected in the disappearance of the girls. The land is represented by the metonymy of the rock, which is in turn described as mysterious, ominous and capable of inflicting pain or death. It is “a monolith, black against the sun” (92). Numbers in brackets refer to pagination in the edition of Picnic cited above in n.3. In the film version of the novel the power of the land is even more graphically portrayed. At the very beginning we see the rock with its lower reaches surrounded by mist, and its protruding peak set against a grey sky. The only sound we hear is that of the wind. The rock imposes itself upon the characters and events throughout the film as a brooding silent presence which never yields up its secrets, so that “the basic conflict of the film is established even before the titles have concluded”. Graeme Turner, National Fictions: Literature, Film and the Construction of Australian Narrative (Sydney: Allen and Unwin, 1986), 29.
The rock is a dangerous place, as the college headmistress warns the girls before they set out: “Once again, let me remind you that the Rock itself is extremely dangerous and you are therefore forbidden to engage in any tomboy foolishness in the matter of exploration, even on the lower slopes” (14). After the school group arrives at the rock and has lunch, four of the girls get permission from an accompanying teacher to go off and explore around the base of the rock. However they then move further up, at first to the lower reaches of the rock, and then fascinated by the sight of the monolith, they continue to climb on narrow trails through the scrub towards its higher reaches. As they climb, they feel a sudden weariness, so they lie down on a flat area of the rock and fall asleep “in the shelter of the monolith” (38). Upon awakening three of them begin to climb further. The fourth, now frightened and feeling “perfectly awful” (39), calls out to them to come back. They make no reply, and as she calls again, they continue to walk, as if in a trance. There is only silence, as they disappear out of sight. The fourth girl then turns back, plunging “blindly into the scrub...stumbling and screaming, towards the plain” (40).
A search is mounted for the missing girls, and one is subsequently found unconscious. Later when questioned, she remembers nothing about what has happened. The doctor likens her brain to a clock “that stops under a certain set of unusual conditions and refuses to go again” (126). The reference to a stopped clock takes the reader back to the beginning of the story. When the girls all arrive at Hanging Rock for the picnic, the governess and the coach driver’s watches both mysteriously stop at midday. Not knowing when they should return to the security of the college, they become vulnerable to the unknown and threatening possibilities possessed by the land.
The theme of European settlement’s tenuous hold is reflected in the nature of the school, and the girls’ dress and behaviour. The school is full of things European — furniture, animals, tennis courts. Its flower and vegetable gardens are under the care of a Mr. Whitehead, pointedly described in this context as “the English gardener” (8 — emphasis mine). The school grounds surrounded by a stone fence represent the attempt of European settlers to impose their own order on an alien and threatening landscape. George Seddon, Landprints: Reflections on Place and Landscape (Cambridge/New York/Melbourne: Cambridge University Press, 1977). The school itself is “an architectural anachronism in the Australian bush — a hopeless misfit in time and place” (8). In the film the school appears as an outpost of European civilisation, fortified against attack from its hostile environment.
Likewise their dress is also alien. It “makes them no more a part of their environment than figures in a photograph album, arbitrarily posed against a backcloth of cork rocks and cardboard trees” (23). As they begin to climb the rock, they are hindered by their clothing. It, as much as the terrain, makes their climb difficult. As they progress, two of them begin to shed shoes and stockings. The sole survivor is found without her corset, shoes and stockings, and the lost governess is last seen partially undressed, as if her skirt had been stripped from her by the hostile environment.
The novel is a story about the power of the land.  Dangerous and life-threatening, it disorients one girl, and swallows up three, one of whom it gives back.  In both the novel and the film what actually happens to them is never explained. Meanwhile the land remains unconquered, while the European institution that is Appleyard College begins to disintegrate. For the European the land is a place of threat and power. At the same time the rock has the capacity to fascinate. In her address to the students before they leave the college, the headmistress Appleyard not only warns them that the rock is dangerous, but then describes it as “a geological marvel” (14). Subsequently the narrative describes it as “amazing”, “immense and formidable” (20). In the afternoon summer sunlight it is a compelling presence for the girls. “Who can say how many or how few of its unfolding marvels are actually seen, selected and recorded by the four pairs of eyes now fixed in staring wonder at the Hanging Rock?” (32). They are reduced to silence as they walk, “each locked in the world of her own perceptions” (33). There is something concealed within the rock which the girls do not know: “the strains and tensions of the molten mass that hold it anchored to the groaning earth” (33).
However what precisely draws them further up the rock is not made clear. As they get higher up the rock they get views of the people below. They see with “a stereoscopic clarity”. The people below are like ants as they engage in activities whose meaning they do not understand (38). Beyond that, as readers we are not privy to what drives them on. They are last seen “fast moving out of sight behind the monolith” (39), and no clue is given about their fate. 

2.3. The Power of the Land
In its portrayal of the land, Picnic reflects a common theme in Australian literature: the land as an alien and dangerous place. While it figures very strongly in the Australian literary tradition, the conflict in Picnic between people and their physical environment is found in other traditions. For further, see Joan Kirkby, “Old Orders, New Lands: The Earth Spirit in Picnic at Hanging Rock,” Australian Literary Studies 8 (1978): 255–68. Based on her reading of sixty Australian novels, the North American scholar Gaile McGregor emphasises the aspect of threat and danger: “the continent is depicted as not merely coincidentally inimical to human survival.......but somehow essentially impervious to human efforts and intentions. Gaile McGregor, EcCentric Visions: Re Constructing Australia (Waterloo: Wilfred Laurier University Press, 1994), 13. Indifferent to the fate of its European inhabitants, and threatening to the point of being lethal, it also has a duplicitous character. A landscape that is at one moment fertile and alive with beauty suddenly becomes a sterile and deadly place. Ibid., 14. The fact that much of the continent consists of land uninhabitable for non-indigenous gives an added force to the idea that the land is alien and dangerous. So too did the disappearance and deaths of much publicised nineteenth century European explorers, whose stories have been the subject of both popular films and novels. Perhaps the best example of this is Patrick White’s 1957 novel Voss. Its central character is based on the German explorer Ludwig Leichardt who disappeared without trace in 1848.  A more recent example, not from the realm of fiction, was the 1980 disappearance of two month old baby, Azaria Chamberlain, near Uluru during a family camping trip. The subsequent controversy over the disappearance, which involved her mother being charged with murder, was the subject of the movie Evil Angels (released in the US as A Cry in the Dark).
In the face of such a powerful and threatening reality as the land, people and institutions are inevitably and always at risk of death or some form of personal disintegration. McGregor states this very clearly when she writes: “In no national literature that I can think of is there so much insistence on the fragility of civilization” (McGregor, EcCentric Visions, 17).  Unlike the United States, there is no myth of conquest about the land. What stories like Picnic do is to reveal any claim to conquest as merely a pretension, as does the most cursory examination of the country’s demographics. As a society we are perched on the edges of the continent, living either in, or relatively close to, the capital cities of the different states, all of which are on the coast. The interior of the country, which is mostly desert, is an alien place for so many Australians, and yet paradoxically, also holds a fascination in the popular imagination. In Picnic, the alien land represented metonymically by the rock, exercises a fascination over the girls, drawing them irresistibly into it. In contemporary Australia another rock also exercises a fascination for many people. Uluru, often simply referred to colloquially as “the rock” has taken on a powerful significance as the symbolic and spiritual centre of the continent. See Roslynn D. Haynes, Seeking the Centre: The Australian Desert in Literature, Art and Film (Melbourne: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 148–60. The interior is thought to symbolise the unconscious (so, David J. Tacey, Edge of the Sacred: Transformation in Australia [North Blackburn, Australia: Harper Collins, 1995], 60–68) or the feminine (McGregor, EcCentric Visions, 14–16.  
In Picnic the land, represented by the rock, has a transcendent quality. It has a mysterious yet attractive power beyond the human. It both reveals and conceals. What is revealed is that it is both dangerous and fascinating. What is concealed is not just the fate of the girls, but the nature of its hold on the girls. What draws them to the rock is something which remains concealed. What we find in Picnic reflects some of Mircea Eliade’s observations about the capacity of rock to point to “the presence of something that fascinates, terrifies, attracts and threatens, all at once”. Mircea Eliade, Patterns in Comparative Religion (London and New York: Sheed and Ward, 1958), 216. Picnic then forms part of the context for reading the account of Jacob at Bethel.

3. Biblical Text
A number of biblical texts would fit well with this paper, but for reasons of space I will limit myself to one: Gen 28:10-22, from the Jacob-Esau cycle of the patriarchal narratives (25:19—35:29). The cycle is structured around the thematic tension of flight-and-return. So, Claus Westermann, Genesis 12—36: A Commentary (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1985), 407–09. The account of the birth of Esau and Jacob sets the scene for the conflict between the two (chap. 27), and the latter’s flight from the former’s retribution. Jacob’s journey of escape then becomes one of return as he retraces Abraham’s footsteps from Haran to Canaan. Bernard Och, “Jacob at Bethel and Penuel: The Polarity of Divine Encounter,” Judaism 42 (1993): 165–66. Within the narrative there are four theophanies involving Jacob, which record the presence of God with him at significant moments on his journey, one of which is Gen 28:10-22. The others are 32:1-3, 23-33; 35:9-14 (Westermann, Genesis 12—36, 557). 

3.1. Gen 28:10-22
The narrative consists of vv. 10‑11 which set the scene for what follows; vv. 12‑15 the account of the dream; vv. 16‑17 Jacob’s immediate reaction to the dream; vv. 18‑22, his decision to erect a memorial stone and his vow. The word אבן (“stone” – vv. 10, 21) frames the outer section of the narrative (vv. 10, 22), while the word מקום (“place”) frames an inner section (vv. 11-19). For a more detailed analysis of the text’s narrative structure, see Gordon Wenham, Genesis 16–50, WBC 2 (Dallas: Word Books, 1994), 219–21; Horst Seebass, Genesis: Vätergeschichte II (23,1–36,43) (Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener, 1999), 314. The reading which follows is focused on the representation of land, the dialectic of concealing and revealing within the text, and the transformation experienced by Jacob at Bethel.
According to v. 10 Jacob is on his way out of the land. While he may be doing this on the advice of his mother and to escape his brother’s anger (27:42-43), he is also heading into exile. The link to 27:42-43 is commonly recognised. See, e.g., Gerhard von Rad, Genesis, OTL (London: SCM, 1972), 283; Westermann, Genesis 12—36, 453–54; Avivah Gottlieb Zornberg, The Beginning of Desire: Reflections on Genesis (New York: Doubleday, 1995), 180–81. For the emphasis on his journey as an exile, see Diana Lipton, Revisions of the Night: Politics and Promises in the Patriarchal Dreams of Genesis, JSOTSup 238 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 1999), 109–13; Och, “Jacob,” 169; Yitzhak Peleg, “Going Up and Going Down: A Key to Interpreting Jacob’s Dream (Gen 28,10–22),” ZAW 116 (2004): 1–11; Zornberg, The Beginning of Desire, 185–87. On his way near dusk he stops: ויפגע במקום (“and he reached a certain place” — v. 11). On the translation of במקום as “a certain place”, see Paul Joüon, Grammar of Biblical Hebrew, Subsidia Biblica 14/I (Rome: Pontificio Istituto Biblico, 1993), 2:511. The presence of מקום (“place”) both at the beginning and end of v. 11 points to the central role that place has in what is to follow. At this point in the narrative the place is not named, although the narrator knows that it already has a name – Luz (v. 19). The absence of a name in 28:11 suggests that Luz does not reveal what the nature of the מקום really is. The absence also signifies that the character of the מקום is unknown and at this point concealed from both Jacob and the reader. Och calls it a “non-place” (Och, “Jacob,” 168). As the narrative will reveal, Jacob really does not know where he is. 
Vv. 12-15 are introduced by the verb ויחלם (“and he dreamed”) followed by three occurrences of הנה which have a climactic effect (twice in v. 12; once in v. 13). On the presence of הנה, see Seebass, Vätergeschichte II, 314. Also, George Savran, “Theophany as Type Scene,” Prooftexts 23 (2003): 129. The first הנה points to the סלם (“ladder”, “stairs”), reaching from earth to heaven. For the various suggestions of the meaning of סלם in this context, see Lipton, Revisions of the Night, 68–69, 83–88; Rad, Genesis, 284; Seebass, Vätergeschichte II, 315; Westermann, Genesis 12—36, 454. A connection with the sacred has been made. The second הנה points to the presence of angels going up and down on it. Through the medium of the angels, there is a connection between the deity and the place where Jacob sleeps. The third instance of הנה signals the climax of the progression from the ladder to the angels and finally to the very presence of God (v. 13). Vv. 13-15 contain the divine message revealed to Jacob. It has three parts: the disclosure of God’s identity (v. 13); the promise of land and descendants in the future (vv. 13-14); the promise of divine protection for Jacob in his journeys (v. 15), already being realised as the presence of הנה in v. 15 indicates.
The סלם provides the point of connection between earth and heaven. The nature of this unnamed and undefined place is now revealed as a point of connection between earth and heaven, as the presence of the angels going up and down confirms. So, Seebass, Vätergeschichte II, 315–16; Westermann, Genesis 12—36, 454–55. However their presence points to something more. V. 12 reads: “and see, the angels of God ascending and descending (עלים וירדים) on it”. In the Hebrew bible the verbs ירד (“to go down”) and עלה (“to go up”) have both a literal and metaphorical meaning. For what follows, see Peleg, “Going Up and Going Down,” 6–8. On the motif of exile in 28:1--22, see also Lipton, Revisions of the Night, 109–13; Och, “Jacob,” 169–72. Within the terms of the dream they literally travel up and down on the ladder or ramp, but ירד and עלה can also refer to the leaving and entering the land. Their movement points to that of Jacob. After Bethel comes his journey out of the land to Haran. Furthermore, the only other occurrence of the expression מלאכי אלהים is in 32:2, which describes his return to the land from Haran: “And Jacob went on his way, and the angels of God (מלאכי אלהים) met him”. The verbs ירד and עלה point to his journey of exile and homecoming. It is however a journey that he does not make alone. According to v. 17 God will be with him, not only to watch over him, but also to bring him back to the land. So, as Jacob continues on his journey of “going down” and “going up”, he will be watched over by God, and accompanied by the angels. Commenting on v. 12 Rashi says: “The angels who escorted him in the [Holy] Land do not go outside the Land, and they ascended to heaven, and the angels of outside the Holy Land descended to escort him” (http://www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid/8223/showrashi/true/jewish/Chapter-28.htm; accessed 13-08-08). On this, see Lipton, Revisions of the Night, 79–80.
In v. 13b Jacob is promised the gift of the land. The text does not describe it simply as הארץ הזאת (“this land”), but as הארץ אשׁר אתה שׁכב עליה (“the land on which you lie”). Where Jacob lies down is now not simply מקום ההוא “that place” — v. 11). As noted by Seebass, Vätergeschichte II, 316. It is a metonymy for something greater, i.e., the land God is about to promise him. The metonymy is expressed in an imaginative way by Rashi: “the Holy One, blessed be He, folded the entire Land of Israel under him”. See http://www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid/8223/showrashi/true/jewish/Chapter-28.htm; accessed 13-08-08). The language of v. 13b points to the intimate relationship between Jacob, his descendants and the land. V. 14 uses land imagery to refer to the descendants. They will be כעפר הארץ (“like the dust of the earth”). The imagery used in these verses is connected to the earth. Jacob receives the promise only when his body is horizontal on the ground. Likewise the imagery used for his posterity is also horizontal and connected to the earth. Zornberg, The Beginning of Desire, 192. They will spread horizontally to the four points of the compass, and will be like the dust of the earth. The promise of posterity is inherently linked with the land.
When Jacob wakes from his dream, he becomes fully aware of what has been concealed and now revealed about this hitherto unnamed and unspecified place. God is in this place, and Jacob is now filled with awe: וירא ויאמר מה־נורא המקום הזה (“And he was afraid and said, ‘How awesome is this place’” — v. 17b). There is a further disclosure of its nature: “This is none other than the house of God (בת אלהים), and this is the gate of heaven” (שׁער השׂמים). While the precise meanings of the expressions בית אלהים and שׁער השׁמים have been much debated, it is clear that they both refer to places where the deity can be encountered. For a discussion of the meaning of these expressions, see e.g., Lipton, Revisions of the Night, 90–98; Seebass, Vätergeschichte II, 318–19.  When he wakes up, Jacob takes the stone which has been at his head: וישׂם אתה מצבה ויצק שׁמן על־ראשׁה (“and he set it up for a pillar and poured oil on top of it” — v. 18). The word מצבה (“pillar”) has been the subject of much debate, the resolution of which is beyond the scope of this paper.  For further, see J. Gamberoni, “מצבה,” in Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament, eds G. Johannes Botterweck and Helmer Ringgren (Michigan: Eerdmans, 1977), 489; Lipton, Revisions of the Night, 83–92; Westermann, Genesis 12—36, 457–58.   
Its significance is further explained in v. 22: והאבן הזאת אשׁרשׂמתי מצבה יהיה בית אלהים (“and this stone, which I have set up for a pillar, shall be God’s house”). A non-descript stone, which Jacob had taken at this previously non-descript place to put it at his head as prepares to sleep, now takes on a new meaning. It is a metonymy for this sacred place where Jacob encountered God, as v. 22 indicates: והאבן הזאת......יהיה בית אלהים (“and this stone.....shall be God’s house”). On the use of the masculine form of the verb with a feminine subject, see Paul Joüon, Grammar of Biblical Hebrew, Subsidia Biblica 14/II (Rome: Pontificio Istituto Biblico, 1993), 555.
The identification of האבן הזאת (“this stone”) with בית אלהים (“God’s house”) has caused difficulties for scholars because it suggests a belief whereby stones were thought to have a divine power. See further, Westermann, Genesis 12—36, 457–58.  In conferring the name Bethel, Jacob is performing an act of recognition of the nature of the place. Previously hidden, it is now disclosed. The naming is not an act of control or domination. Rather it is the place which influences and has power over him. It fills him with awe because of his encounter with God in this place. The naming here is an act of recognition, in which the real significance of the place is revealed. George W. Ramsey, “Is Name-Giving an Act of Domination in Genesis 2:33 and Elsewhere?” CBQ 50 (1988): 34–35.
The stay at Bethel was a transformative experience for Jacob. On the theme of transformation, see Och, “Jacob”. To this point in the Jacob stories, God has been absent or silent, and Jacob a fugitive on the run, escaping the wrath of Esau. Commenting on v. 15, Rashi says, “Heretofore, He (i.e., God) had not spoken to Jacob” (http://www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid/8223/showrashi/true/jewish/Chapter-28.htm; accessed 08-08-08). At Bethel what was to this point concealed is revealed. He is no longer just an individual on the run, but rather the divinely protected inheritor of the promises made to Abraham: אני יהוה אלהי אברהם אביך (“I am Yhwh, the God of Abraham your father” — v. 13). Strikingly, v. 13 has no reference to Isaac as Jacob’s father. Instead he is the son of Abraham, and as such is now the one who carries in him the future of his people. The occasion for the transformation is his sleeping. There is a paradox in this, because sleeping was associated with a lack of respect for a holy place, and yet, it is because of his sleeping that he was transformed. See Zornberg, The Beginning of Desire, 188–92. His sleeping is the subject of midrashic reflection. Referring to Genesis Rabbah 68:10, Rashi comments on the expression כי־בא השׁמשׁ (“because the sun had set” — v. 11): “[Scripture] should have written [in reverse order]: ‘And the sun set (ויבא) and he stayed there overnight’. [The expression] כי בא השׁמשׁ implies that the sun set suddenly for him, not at its usual time, so that he would have to stay there overnight”. See http://www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid/8223/showrashi/true/jewish/Chapter-28.htm; accessed 13 08 08). God brought on the darkness so that Jacob was forced to sleep in a place whose character and name was as yet unknown to him.
The interpretation above of Gen 28:10-22 emphasises the capacity of the land to conceal and reveal the transcendent.  At this previously insignificant place Jacob encounters the God of his ancestors, and receives the promise of posterity and possession of the land. The land, represented by Bethel, becomes is the place where the divine and human intersect. The encounter transforms him from an unprotected fugitive to the divinely protected one who carries within him the future of his people. The stone which he erects as a מצבה is said to be also functions as a metonymy for the place whose true character is revealed in the narrative.

4. Textual Interplay
Gen 28:10-14 and Picnic share several themes: the capacity of a place to conceal and reveal; the metonymic role of a rock; the transformation of central characters. At the same time there are differences in the narratives, the most significant of which is the nature of what is revealed and concealed by either place.

4.1. The Places: Bethel and Hanging Rock
At Bethel and at Hanging Rock, the central characters in the two stories experienced some overwhelming power. For Jacob it was the very presence of God, who promises him land, descendants, and protection on his journey into exile and back to the land. Although identified in v. 13 as the same deity worshipped by Jacob’s ancestors, this God has an unpronounceable and unintelligible name which functions to conceal his identity. For the girls what was experienced was the power of the land, revealed as a reality that would swallow them up, and cause the disintegration of their school and headmistress. What was revealed at Bethel was an experience of the transcendent that was providential and nurturing. In Picnic what is revealed is the power of the land to consume and destroy.
In both the Bethel and Picnic stories central characters are transformed, albeit incompletely. Jacob undergoes a transformation from being a fugitive to being the divinely protected bearer of God’s promises of land and progeny. The transformation is completed through another experience of the transcendent, in which he is given name and in which he is confirmed as the inheritor of the promises originally made to Abraham (35:9-12). In Picnic, there is also a transformation, but one of a different kind. Inasmuch as we do not know what happened to them, so we know little about their transformation. There are however some hints in the text. Early in the novel their school is described as a “hopeless misfit in time and place”. Lindsay, Picnic at Hanging Rock, 8. See also, above, p.8-9. Their clothing reinforces the mutual alienation that exists between them and the land. Lindsay, Picnic at Hanging Rock, 23. However as they climb up the rock they begin removing some of their clothing, as apparently did their governess who also mysteriously disappeared. Its removal signified the beginning of a transformation to a state of being less alienated from the land. Some kind of transformation is hinted at in the description of the girl who was found by a search party. Although she was wearing neither shoes nor stockings, her feet “strange to say, were bare and perfectly clean, in no way scratched or bruised”. Ibid., 106. While a further kind of transformation might be hinted at by the mysterious nature of their disappearance, the reader is ultimately left in the dark in this regard.
 Common to the transformation theme in the two stories is the role of sleep. Jacob lies down on the ground, sleeps, dreams, and is transformed. The girls also lie down and sleep. When they wake up they behave as if in a trance, walking onwards but not hearing or responding to the call of the girl who stayed behind. In both stories the physical act of lying down on the significant place — Bethel and the rock — leads to transformation.

4.2. A Mysterium tremendum et fascinans?
Both stories are about experiences of the transcendent. To develop this line of thought, in what follows I will use the expression mysterium tremendum et fascinans. However, in borrowing this expression from Rudolf Otto’s famous work The Idea of the Holy, I do not intend to use it in exactly the same sense as he did. Rudolf Otto, The Idea of the Holy (New York: Oxford University Press, 1958). By mystery I do not mean only “something inherently ‘wholly other’, whose kind and character is incommensurable with our own”. Ibid., 28. A mystery is also something which necessarily involves me as a person: “A mystery is a problem which encroaches upon its own data, invading them as it were, and thereby transcending itself as a simple problem”. Gabriel Marcel, The Philosophy of Existence, The Changing World Series 3 (London: Harvill, 1948), 8  A mystery is something which “envelopes me and it comprehends me - even if it is not comprehended by me”. Marcel, The Philosophy of Existence, 11. There is a dialectic aspect to a mystery. It does have the character of something beyond me and my comprehension, but is also something which involves me like ground on which I stand, and in which I understand myself as a person.
In this sense Jacob’s experience at Bethel is one of encountering a mystery, the One who is utterly other than him, beyond his comprehension, but yet contains and comprehends Jacob. In Picnic the girls encounter a mystery, albeit of a different kind. The land, represented by the metonymy of the rock, is something wholly other and beyond comprehension. As a large monolith it has a transcendent quality about it. Its power and permanence suggest something beyond the human, “the presence of something that fascinates, terrifies, attracts and threatens, all at once”. Eliade, Patterns in Comparative Religion, 216. Yet it is also inseparable from them, being literally that on which they stand, and without which they cannot be understood. In the story we know them only as existing in relationship to the land. When they disappear, they disappear only from sight. What relationship to the land they enter into is not revealed to us the readers.
Both stories also contain the element of the tremendum. Jacob is filled with awe on waking up after his dream: וירא ויאמר מה־נורה המקום הזה (“And he was filled with awe, and said, ‘How awesome is this place’” — v. 17; translation mine).  The tremendum also signifies the sense of being in the presence which has the capacity to overwhelm. Jacob’s response in vv. 16-17 suggests this. In Picnic, the theme of the tremendum appears early in the story. At the very beginning of the movie the rock imposes itself as a powerful silent presence, capable of inflicting pain or death. In both the book and film it is called “extremely dangerous”, and the girls are forbidden to explore even its lower levels. See above, p. 7
The aspect of the fascinans is present in both stories, but less explicitly in Gen 28:10-22 than in Picnic. In the former the place does not draw Jacob, as the girls were to the rock. The fascinans is suggested indirectly in vv. 20-22. In response to his encounter with the transcendent, Jacob makes a vow which indicates that the encounter had an attractive and compelling quality about it. The basis of his vow is that the God he encountered at Bethel will continue to be with him as protector and provider for his needs. In Picnic the aspect of the fascinans is explicit. Besides being a geological marvel, it has an attractive power that draws the girls. One scene in the movie serves to highlight this more than the novel. In both the rock is said to be more than a million years old, but the movie then has one of the girls, soon to be lost, saying “It has been waiting a million years, just for us”. As noted by Tacey who describes the novel as “a chilling example of our unconscious compulsion to sacrifice to the elemental earth” (Tacey, Edge of the Sacred, 68). The element of the fascinans is emphasised more in the movie. As they walk they are reduced to silence, and after sleeping on it, they continue to walk in a trance-like state.
 Both texts then reflect experiences of the mysterium tremendum et fascinans. However the worlds which each text projects for the reader to inhabit are vastly different. The Jacob story reveals a transcendent power which is essentially benign, a deity whose identity is at least partially revealed. The God of Jacob guarantees him land, posterity and protection in all his journeys. Jacob’s identity is thereby transformed. He arrives at Bethel as a fugitive, is cut off from his family and origins, someone from whose life God is seemingly absent. He leaves Bethel as the son of Abraham, and the divinely protected inheritor of the promises made to his ancestors. The Jacob story shows that an unknown, unnamed and seemingly insignificant place is capable of revealing the sacred, and that this experience is essentially positive.
Picnic is different. The transcendent power associated with the land is never named or identified. It is an ambiguous reality. On the one hand, it is fascinating and attractive, drawing the girls into itself. On the other hand it is destructive. After the girls disappear the school and its headmistress begin to disintegrate. The actual disappearance is also ambiguous. As readers we do not know if they died or have undergone some kind of metamorphosis. They are transformed, but in what way we do not know. At the end Picnic leaves us contemplating a transcendent power which is both dangerous and duplicitous.

4.3. Hermeneutical Outcomes
By the interpretation of Gen 28:10-22 and Picnic carried out in this paper, what world or worlds are opened up for me as a reader to explore or inhabit? There are two dimensions to this question. The first concerns how the reading context influences the interpretation of a text. The second concerns how the text influences the reader and his/her context. 
The first dimension is illustrated by the interpretation of Gen 28:10-22. It is a text that has been the subject of much scholarly attention, and a text which raises questions about important issues in the interpretation of the OT, especially in regard to the history of worship. However in this paper the focus of the interpretation of Gen 28:10-22 is on the roles of land and place, because my reading context is one which is defined largely by these issues. Other aspects of this text, which are important in other contexts, are placed in the background. So, I have not examined such issues as the meaning of סלם or מצבה, or issues about Bethel as a place of worship. One question my reading context raises about Gen 28:10-22 is the domestication of the divine: does this text suggest that the divine can be domesticated or controlled? In Picnic there is no suggestion that the transcendent can be controlled. In fact the transcendent power, concealed and revealed by the rock, controls the narrative. Is this also the case with Gen 28:10-22?
While Jacob’s first reaction indicates that the divine cannot be domesticated or manipulated, his later actions might suggest otherwise. His first reaction is one of awe (v. 17) as he realises that “Yhwh is in this place” (v. 16). However, in vv. 20-22, his vow is described in conditional terms: if this God protects him, provides for his material needs and brings him safely home, then Jacob will do certain things. There seems to be a shift between vv. 16-19 and 20-22. The God whose presence strikes Jacob with awe is the same God with whom Jacob is doing a deal! A reading context such as the one I have outlined in this paper helps bring the issue of domestication of the transcendent into the foreground of the text.
The second dimension is how the text influences the reader and his/her context. My reading context has highlighted an aspect of the relationship of non-indigenous Australians to the land. Previous certainties about land ownership and use have disappeared, major ecological systems are under threat, so that there is a need for us to reimagine and radically change our relationship to the land. My reading of Gen 28:10-22 indicates that this biblical text can offer some possibilities for a different ways of being and of self-understanding. Firstly, it highlights that through the land we can experience the power of the transcendent. In this respect it is consistent with a tradition in Australian literature and art that the land has metaphysical and spiritual dimension. However, Gen 28:10-22 also challenges the reading context I have articulated above. In Picnic an encounter with the transcendent results in personal and communal disintegration. In Gen 28:10-22 the transcendent is a benign power. Although “other” than human, it is not an alien reality. It protects rather than destroys. Where transformation in Picnic is an ambiguous process with an unclear outcome, in Gen 28:10-22 it results in an enlargement of Jacob’s self.


5. Conclusion
The reading of Gen 28:10-22 in the context developed in this paper opens up interpretive possibilities for the reimagination of our relationship with the land in contemporary non-indigenous Australia. Gen 28:10-22 and Picnic at Hanging Rock are intersecting texts in which the link between the land and the transcendent is central. Both texts have an understanding of land very different to that which has dominated much of the history of European settlement in Australia, based as it was on practices and attitudes to land, inherited from the European Enlightenment.  In both texts the encounter with the transcendent, mediated by the land, leads to transformation of individuals and institutions. In this instance, Gen 28:10-22 critiques the view found in Picnic and in other Australian literature that the encounter with the land inevitably leads to death or disintegration. The perspective of Gen 28:10-22 is important in this context, because to abandon older attitudes and to engage with the land in a new way means risking present security and becoming vulnerable to personal or communal disintegration.
In both the scriptures and Australian literature, the land and its relationship to the transcendent have an important place. They provide a rich resource for addressing the critical issue of the land and our relationship with it. They also provide a resource for us in another major undertaking in Australia — reconciliation with the indigenous peoples of this land. Our engagement in that dialogue will be all the more real if we are aware of the riches, as well as the poverty, of our own heritage.
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