
July 19 16th Sunday in Ordinary Time
  SERMON: Stairway to Heaven 
One of the most famous songs of the 70’s was “Stairway to heaven” by Led 
Zeppelin. Many of the lyrics make absolutely no sense. Yet it is one of the most 
listened to songs even today. Why? Because it expresses that desire to connect 
to heaven in the middle of our deepest anxieties on earth. 
That is the story of Jacob in today’s text. His name in Hebrew means “supplanter” 
or as Pastor Katheryn accurately portrayed him last week, “Trickster”.  His tricks 
were not always morally pure. He ripped off his brother by taking advantage of an 
aging handicapped father to steal the first born’s inheritance from Esau.  Later in 
life Jacob even hid behind women and children when his life was threatened.  
Here in this story he is on the lam from his brother Esau who is bigger, stronger 
and meaner. When Jacob was at home developing recipes and reading Bon 
Appetit, Esau was out hunting. Jacob runs blindly, for the text says he left Beer 
Sheba, loosely translated “land of opulent wells”, to go to Haran, which translates 
“burning, dried up, parched or scorched.” The text makes it clear that he drops 
exhausted at a random place. Danger behind and desert ahead.
The sun sets, he lays down a stone and then uses it for a pillow. Game over. He 
is at the end of his strength. There is no where to run, the hot miserable middle 
eastern desert stretches out before him. He is out of options and hope, with no 
more tricks up the sleeves of his middle eastern robes. It is right at that moment 
that one of the most incredible events in all of scripture takes place. The text says 
“He had a dream”. Dream can be translated “refreshed” “restored” or “prophetic 
vision”. His dreams had died and now he and his dreams were being revived.
What he saw was astounding, a stairway to heaven on a Ziggurat type building. 
Picture the Mayan temples you saw in your fourth grade history book. There was 
nothing in the land of Haran. Now he sees a Temple, and it touches the heavens. 
Angels are parading up and down the steps. Jacob probably thinks “Great, all I 
need is a stair master and some heavenly coaches. But then he looks up, and the 
Lord is stationed at the very top. God then states, “I am the God of your father 
and your grandfather”. Odd since Jacob was a Mama’s boy staying home cooking 
while Esau was out hunting. God then says, “I will give your descendants the land 
on which you are lying, I will bless you and you will be as the dust of the earth.” 
This is a graphic depiction  since he is lying on land covered with clouds of dust. 
Yet there is a grace note, “I will bless you, and bring you back to this land.” What, 
this parched and lonely land, how can it be desirable? It is because that is where 
God heals Jacob and his dreams. Jacob awakes trembling. When he looks 
around it is still dark, dusty, and dreary, he is still sleeping on a rock, and his 
brother is still closing on him with deadly intent. Yet Jacob is awe stricken by the 



vision, saying, “This is the house of God and the gate of heaven and I knew it 
not.” 
How many times have we come to the end of our abilities? How often have we 
come to dead ends? In this truly terrible time it would seem that there is death 
stalking us and ahead of us is a dry and deserted landscape. We drop like a rock 
exhausted. Perhaps nightmarish thoughts pull at the dark corners of our minds.
Where are we and how did we get to this place? We did not think that our actions 
as a country or as individuals would lead to this dark night of the soul. I read a 
cartoon in which one character asks another, is it June or July, Monday or 
Wednesday? The other character in a fog simply answers “yes”. We are 
disoriented and down in many ways. When the sun goes down what kind of day 
will open before us?
It is right now that the story of Jacob’s stairway to heaven means the most. He 
said, “This is the house of God, the gate of heaven. Wherever we are right now 
can be the gateway to God, the stairway to heaven, even if we don’t know it. 
Years ago, when Lorraine and I lived in Idaho, we were taking a country drive. We 
truly traversed the middle of nowhere arriving in an area between Hunt with 2.3 
people per square mile, and Minidoka with a population of 112. The snow flurries 
were terribly cold and the horizon was frigid and dark. While there, surprisingly, a 
camera crew from the local TV station showed up.They were unveiling a 
monument to honor the Japanese who had been kept at the internment camp 
there. It was a a terrible place, a place where they suffered cruelly and unfairly.  
However we read later that the internees at that camp included Paul Chihara, an 
American composer, Joseph Kitagawa, Professor of the history of Religions at the 
University of Chicago, Shig Murao who played a role in the San Francisco beat 
scene and was involved in the dust up over Allen Ginsberg’s poem, “Howl”, and 
many more artists, doctors, photographers and a Congressional medal of honor 
winner.  They all experienced like Jacob, a desolate lonely desert of geography 
and of the soul. But they came through. At the end of this passage it says Jacob 
called it Beth El, the House of God, but the towns original name was Luz or 
Almond tree. The Jewish person reading this would say, I recognize “Almond 
tree”, I always thought that was nowheresville. Oh my Gosh, even there God was  
present!  When we looked at Hunt we said, “Could anything good come out of this 
tragic suffering?” Yet great good was accomplished by the survivors.  Heaven’s 
gate can be heavy but God can open any door. Whatever we are going through, 
wherever we are, the angels are ascending and descending all around us. All we 
need to do is look up and we will see the Lord standing there posted in our 
wilderness looking after us and resurrecting our dreams.


