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Jacob left Beer-sheba and went toward Haran.  He came to 

a certain place and stayed there for the night, because the sun 

had set.  Taking one of the stones of the place, he put it under 

his head and lay down in that place.  And he dreamed that there 

was a ladder set up on the earth, the top of it reaching to 

heaven; and the angels of God were ascending and descending 

on it.   

And the Lord stood beside him and said, “I am the Lord, 

the God of Abraham your father and the God of Isaac; the land 

on which you lie I will give to you and to your offspring; and 

your offspring shall be like the dust of the earth, and you shall 

spread abroad to the west and to the east and to the north and to 

the south; and all the families of the earth shall be blessed in 

you and in your offspring.  Know that I am with you and will 

keep you wherever you go, and will bring you back to this land; 

for I will not leave you until I have done what I have promised 

you.”  

Then Jacob woke from his sleep and said, “Surely the Lord 

is in this place—and I didn’t know it!”   

And he was afraid, and said, “How awesome is this place!  

This is none other than the house of God, and this is the gate of 

heaven.”   

So Jacob rose early in the morning, and he took the stone 

that he had put under his head and set it up for a pillar and 

poured oil on the top of it.   

He called that place Bethel. 

 

According to people who study such things the most 

common dreams are falling from great heights, being pursued by 

an enemy, failing to perform an important task, work activities 

and sexual experiences.  The most common dreams sound more 

exciting than my dreams.  Other people dream of flying without 

a plane, monsters on bicycles, playing in the World Series, 

curing cancer, and Jennifer Lawrence.   



Most of my dreams are dull.  I have one dream where I am 

one class short of graduating and have to go to back to college.  

Do you have this dream?  It is usually Western Civ—which I am 

sure I took.  I am late for the final.  I only have five minutes and 

I forgot to wear pants.  

 You remember Martin Luther King Jr.’s “I Have a Dream” 

sermon, the one he preached at Plymouth:  “I have a dream that 

one day this nation will rise up and live out the true meaning of 

its creed: ‘We hold these truths to be self-evident: that all men 

are created equal’.”   

 When I hear that amazing sermon I wonder, “Why did he 

get to have dreams of a better world while in my dreams I’m 

hurrying to write down everything I know about the Romans 

before the bell rings?” 

 The Hebrew people took dreams more seriously than we 

do.  They understood that the uninvited communication that 

comes in the night opens us to a world different from the one we 

try to manage during the day.  They believed that this unasked 

for communication can be one way in which the truths of God, 

perplexing as they might be, come to us.   

That is how it happened for Jacob.  Jacob is a died-in-the-

wool thief who survives, in part, because he is sneaky, but also 

because he never seems to get what he deserves.  He cheats his 

lame-brained brother out of his birthright and gets away with it.  

He dupes his big brother out of the blessing that is rightfully 

Esau’s, and gets away with that too.  Though when Esau decides 

to slit Jacob’s throat, Jacob has to run for it.   

 Rebekah packs her momma’s boy a couple of sandwiches 

which he grabs as he rushes out the door.  Jacob heads toward 

his mother’s relatives in Haran.  He is going back in the 

direction from which his grandfather Abraham had come.  He is 

on the run between a place where he is no longer welcome and a 

place where he has never been.  Jacob is far from home and 

alone for the first time.  He is still cocky, but he is frightened.  

He does not have a friend in the world.   



 Leaving home is traumatic enough, but the ancient Jews 

believed that distance from their homeland was also distance 

from God.  Then again, this may not have bothered Jacob much 

as he never showed much interest in being close to God. 

 When the sun goes down, he decides that even a hunter like 

Esau cannot find him in the dark, so worn-out and strung-out, he 

finds a place to camp for the night.  He was in too big a hurry to 

pack a bedroll, so he takes a stone and tucks it under his head.  

He lies down to sleep between a rock and a hard place. 

 Surely he feels guilty about how he lied to his father and 

cheated his brother.  He has to be sad at leaving his mother.  

You might think he would toss and turn all night as a result of 

his guilty conscience, or if he did finally manage to fall asleep, 

that he would be tormented by nightmares of his brother and 

father getting even.  That is not what happens.  Jacob drops off 

like a baby in a cradle and dreams the kind of dream you would 

think would be reserved for saints. 

We just sang “We are climbing Jacob’s ladder,” but 

stairway is a better translation, though this stairway to heaven is 

not much like Led Zeppelin’s.  Angels are moving up and down 

with golden sandals and rainbow-colored wings from heaven to 

earth and back again.  This gorgeous dream, with its unexpected 

beauty is enough to bring tears to your eyes.   

 Then God speaks, not to give this crook the chewing out 

you might expect, but something altogether different: “I am the 

God of your grandfather Abraham and your father Isaac.  The 

land you are lying on is going to belong to you and your 

children and your grandchildren.  Someday your descendants 

will stretch from west to east and north to south.  You will be a 

blessing to the whole world.  I am going to be with you 

wherever you go.”   

Jacob, of all people, will become not only the father of the 

twelve tribes of Israel, but the many times great-grandfather of 

Jesus.  It was more than Jacob had ever dreamed.  This 

remarkable story is about God insisting on sticking with the 



likes of people like Jacob, down through the dark days of their 

lives down the crooked paths they insist on taking.  Even for a 

dyed-in-the wool, double-barreled con artist like Jacob there are 

some things you cannot take but can only be given, and one of 

these things is God’s love. 

Jacob’s story is especially reassuring to those whose fathers 

do not love them, who despise a sibling, who cut corners to get 

ahead, or who find themselves alone.  The story of Jacob tells us 

that God understands and stays with us.  Jacob’s life does not 

get easier, but he has this promise that God will be with him 

through it all and beyond it all.   

It will take years for everything to play itself out, but it 

does not take long for Jacob to realize what has happened.  The 

Hebrews believed that certain places are gateways to heaven.  

God appears and the barriers between heaven and earth part for 

a time.   

Jacob wakes up and says, “God’s in this place.  This is 

God’s house.” 

 He takes the stone he used for a pillow and stands it up as a 

memorial.  He pours oil over it as an altar.  He calls the place 

Bethel, the House of God.  Jacob needs this place the way we 

need places where we experience God’s presence.   

Some holy places are marked with altars, but it does not 

always work the way we expect.  Some places are surprisingly 

holy—kindergarten classrooms, art museums, and book stores.  

Some places are painfully holy—cemeteries, hospitals, and 

prisons.  Some places are obviously holy—a summer garden, a 

fall sunset, a wintry mountaintop, and a spring shower.  Some 

places are deceptively holy—coffee hour, the playground, and 

the thrift store. 

Most holy places cannot be easily explained—like sacred 

chairs:  the chair at the kitchen table where you share meals; the 

chair in your child’s room where you watch her sleep; the chair 

in the living room where you pray.  We do not make places 

holy.  We recognize that they are holy.  We come to sacred 



places like this sanctuary to remember that God is with us 

everywhere.   

I said I usually have boring dreams and that is true—except 

for one.  I have had this dream a dozen times.  It is during 

worship.  I am in the middle of a sermon.  I am wishing I was 

more interesting.  You are wishing the same thing.  Then we 

hear the sound of wind, and it builds.  None of us knows what is 

happening until suddenly the ceiling, the roof blows away.   

It sounds frightening, but in the dream we start laughing.  It 

is wonderful, because here in the middle of worship we realize 

that God is with us.  In the dream, I stop preaching the sermon—

which only happens in dreams—because there is nothing more 

to say.  God is so obviously with us.  The dream ends with us 

singing.  The hymn keeps rising up out of the sanctuary.  It is 

almost as if we are ascending to heaven.   

 You listen to Kate lead the call to worship, “We come to 

this holy place to catch a glimpse of the greatness of God.”  

You think “I could use a glimpse of something bigger than 

I am.”   

We sing the opening hymn, “Strings and voices, hands and 

hearts, in the concert, bear your parts.”  

 You say to yourself, “I need to play my part louder.”   

 James leads us in the Psalm, “But you O God, are merciful 

and gracious.”   

You could use a little mercy.   

Tania offers a confession that reminds you that you could 

be better.   

During Julia’s children’s sermon, you remember that this 

room is holy.   

You smile at the list of sacred places and wonder who 

suggested the subway is holy.   

You listen to Jacob’s story and realize, “I’ve been afraid 

and I’ve been foolish and I could use a good dream.”   

Then you begin to feel what Jacob felt, that God is with us, 

right here, right now.   
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