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“And he dreamed that there was a ladder set up on earth, and the top 
of it reached to heaven and behold the angels of God were ascending 

and descending on it and the Lord God himself stood above it.”  
Genesis 28: 10 -22 

 

 There have been many amazing artistic renderings of Jacob’s vivid 
dream of a ladder stretching from earth to heaven. His dream has always 
been a fascination. Here are a few: 

 
 
 
 
 

I have a childhood memory of Jacob’s ladder that has never left me. 
In the early 1950’s, most kids were sent to a summer camp. (At the time I 
thought it was done just for us kids. I discovered later that the reason why 
camps were so popular was that our parents needed a break!) The one I 
went to was Woodland Camp. It was operated by the United Church and 
was situated on the shore of the Ottawa River. As darkness fell each 
evening (unless it was raining) everyone — campers, counsellors, and 
leaders all gathered around a large campfire. It was a magical time 
watching the sparks flying upwards. We sang songs and performed skits 
and plays. At the end of every evening we would stand and point our 
flashlights up into the dark sky and we would sing “We Are Climbing 
Jacob’s Ladder.” I think that’s why this particular Spiritual has always been 
a great favourite of mine. 



According to the story, Jacob was on the run from his home in 
Beersheba to avoid the wrath of his brother Esau. He had cheated Esau 
twice — the last time out of their father, old Isaac’s, blessing. And Esau, 
who was far bigger, tougher and stronger than Jacob, had vowed to kill 
him. So Jacob was running for his life. That night he slept under the stars, 
using a stone as a pillow. That was when he had his amazing dream of a 
ladder stretching from earth to heaven. There were angels on the ladder 
going up and going down. When Jacob awoke the next morning he named 
the place Bethel, which means in Hebrew ‘the House of God’.  (Beth = 
House ; El = God ... Bethlehem = house of bread. The present day Israeli 
airline = El-Al = the wings of God! 

This wonderful story has been the subject of several famous 
paintings, and a number of great hymns.  One of the great hymns based on 
this passage is,   

"O God of Bethel by whose hand thy people still are fed 
Who through this weary pilgrimage, hast all our fathers led." 

O spread thy covering wings around, till all our wanderings cease, 
and at our Father's loved abode, our souls arrive in peace. 

 
That was the favourite hymn of David Livingston, the great Scottish 

explorer. Another favourite hymn sung for years by worshippers beyond 
number is “Nearer My God to Thee.”  It too is based on the story of Jacob’s 
dream. The words of the second verse go this way:  

Though like a wanderer, the sun gone down, 
Darkness be over me, my rest a stone, 

Yet in my dreams I'd be nearer my God to thee, 
Nearer my God to thee, nearer to thee.” 

 
This hymn picks up on the central theme of the story — for Jacob 

was indeed a wanderer.  It is this which makes the story so poignant. So 
many people down through history have known the feeling of having to 
wander far from home. There are two ways to become a wanderer. One is 
to literally travel to a distant land, far from home. Those of you here who 
have done that, who have left your homeland, know the incredible tug that 
it always has on your heart, and the lonely feeling of being a wanderer. 

The other way to become a wanderer is to be spiritually far from 
home. This is far more common. I believe that there are tremendous 
numbers of men and women today who are spiritual exiles. Their lives take 
on all the characteristics of a barren wilderness.  Unlike the place where 
Jacob had his dream, the wilderness of a modern day wanderer is usually 



filled with flashing neon lights, and traffic noises, and tenement housing.  In 
the loneliness of a big city, a human being can feel more of an exile than 
anywhere else on earth. That is why Jacob’s dream has such an appeal.  
For in his dream the chasm between heaven and earth was bridged — 
granting him the hope that, not only was he not alone, but that someday he 
would return again to his father's home in peace. For that is surely what all 
wanderers want — to return again to their father’s home in peace. 

Now the story of Jacob's ladder becomes even more poignant when it 
is remembered that he was not only a wanderer, but also a guilty, 
burdened, and remorseful wanderer. He had not deserved the vision of 
God that he received. Jacob had never wanted to be an exile from his own 
home. Further I don’t believe that he really wanted to be a cheat and a 
deceiver. I have a deep feeling that he despised himself for the kind of 
person he had become.  For Jacob, like most of us here, had grown up in a 
home where he had learned the difference between right and wrong, and 
the importance of having the Spirit of the Lord as part of his life. When you 
grow up in a home like that, a large portion of what you have learned 
always remains a part of you. As you grow older you can bury it, you can 
push it aside, you can ignore it, and for a while you can even forget that it is 
there. But it keeps coming back in the strangest ways at the most amazing 
times. 

William Sydney Porter, who went by the 
pseudonym of O Henry, was one of America’s great 
storytellers. Among his best-known short stories are 
"The Gift of the Magi," and “The Ransom of Red 
Chief." 

One of his lesser-known stories was of a young 
man who grew up in a small village in New England.  
Like everybody in the village he went to church and 

Sunday school and he learned the Ten Commandments.  And like many 
young boys growing up, he fell deeply in love with a girl who sat two rows 
ahead of him in school, although he was far too shy ever to tell her of his 
feelings. But as he grew older things started to go wrong in his life. He fell 
in with a bad crowd. He dropped out of school. When he couldn't find work 
in his home village, he travelled to New York City. There he fell into even 
worse company, and by the age of sixteen had become an accomplished 
pickpocket. He had several close brushes with the law. And it was then that 
the strange coincidence occurred. As he was wandering the streets one 
day looking for a target, he suddenly caught sight of the young woman from 
his home village that he had once so loved. One glance told him that she 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Gift_of_the_Magi


hadn’t changed. She was just as attractive and just as fresh and just as 
deep-down good as she had always been. The lad follows her down the 
street, keeping out of sight because he did not want her to see him and 
recognize him for what he was. Finally he stops following her, leans his 
head against a lamppost and says, “Dear God, how I hate myself.” 

Like Jacob in the Bible the young man was a wanderer, and only at 
that moment did he realize how incredibly far away from home he had 
strayed. O Henry does not tell us what became of him. He simply held up 
the truth that none of us can ever forget our roots.  Jacob could not; no 
more can you. If the seed of God’s love has been planted in your heart, no 
matter how long it lies dormant, a day will come when it will grow and 
sprout once again. And like Jacob, you will find yourself saying, “Surely the 
Lord was in my life, and I did not know it.” 

In his dream, on the rocky slopes where he thought he was alone, 
there arose a shining stairway with angels rising like prayers to God, and 
angels descending like the grace of God. It was a vision that symbolizes, in 
many ways, the whole wonder of our faith. For in truth there is such a 
stairway between earth and heaven. It was formed by the cross of Christ. 
For it is the cross that opened for us a way into heaven with angels coming 
into our lives and ascending again. Yes, and this special way — this ladder 
to God — often comes to us when we least deserve it, but most 
desperately need it. And the words of Jesus are the same as those spoken 
to Jacob that night. God said to Jacob “I am with you; I will keep you; I will 
bring you back again and I will not leave you until your life is 
accomplished.”  Do you remember Jesus’ parting words in the gospel? “I 
am with you always, to the end of time.”   

And I believe that. I believe that we are never alone in this life. For 
this reason I believe that finding our way home usually has little or nothing 
to do with geography, but it has a very great deal to do with what is in our 
heart.  For it is only in returning to our Heavenly Father's home that our 
souls arrive in peace.        Amen 

 


