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 Just over twenty years ago, in August of 2001, the church where I was working 

at the time sponsored the resettlement of four young refugees from Sudan. A few 

weeks later, after the 9-11 attacks, the flow of refugees into the United States almost 

completely ceased. These young men were what was called “Lost Boys:” shepherds 

by trade whose villages were destroyed during the long, violent civil war in Sudan. 

These lost boys, having no more family or neighbors to help them, set out together to 

find safety; walking hundreds of miles with the younger boys – perched atop the 

shoulders of the older boys – serving as lookouts for any potential help or harm. 

 These four young men – named Abraham, David, James and Ja-mes (spelled 

the same but with different pronunciations) – quickly became beloved members of our 

congregation; giving back much more in exuberance and inspiration than the 

financial, emotional, and spiritual support we offered them.  Asked to describe their 

appreciation for this opportunity for a new life in the United States, the wisest and 

most reflective of the four, Abraham – who later became an Episcopal priest – 

responded: we do not have to walk anymore, because we can see God in this place. 

On the first Sunday after New Year in 2002, these four resettled refugees re-

enacted, during the church service, the biblical story of the holy family’s flight to 

Egypt; where Joseph, Mary, and Jesus find refuge from the violence that King Herod 

intended to bring upon them. They did so by carrying toddlers and young children of 

the church – AJ was one of them – perched atop their shoulders; encircling the 

sanctuary while the congregation sang Siyahamba – “We are walking; we are walking 

in the light of God.” 

 In this morning’s story, we encounter Jacob – the son of Isaac and Rebekah, 

estranged younger brother of Esau – as he journeys from his family’s home in Beer 

Sheba toward Haran, the ancestral homeland of his grandparents, Abraham and Sarah. 

Jacob is absolutely alone; he is running away from trouble and uncertain about what 

lies ahead. 



 In particular, Jacob was running away from his brother, his twin, from whom 

he – with the help of his mother – had stolen the blessing and birthright by tricking 

their blind and aging father. In that day, the older brother was supposed to receive the 

best blessing and inheritance, but Rebekah and Jacob, her favorite, had a different 

idea. So, they successfully pulled off their deceptive scheme; and Jacob gets what his 

mother wanted for him but the rules of the day said he did not deserve. This leaves 

Esau enraged and Jacob a marked man who can’t stay. 

 So, on his journey, as a fleeing migrant, Jacob stops for the night; he has 

nothing to lay his head on but a stone.  During the night – likely not his first lonesome 

night – in a dream, he sees what is traditionally translated as a ladder; spanning from 

heaven to earth, with angels descending and ascending. Hearing this may make some 

of you start singing, in your head, the old spiritual: “We are climbing Jacob’s ladder; 

soldiers of the cross.” Hearing today’s reading, others of you might instead be hearing 

Jimmy Page’s guitar solo from Led Zeppelin’s “Stairway to Heaven.” 

 But whether it’s a ladder or a stairway, a ramp or an escalator, the most striking 

aspect of Jacob’s dream is that he sees God right there before him, saying: “I am the 

Lord, the God of your father Abraham and the God of Isaac;” and then restating the 

promise of the covenant’s blessing. Instead, we might have expected God to say, 

Jacob, you heel, you trickster. Why did you deceive your father and steal the blessing 

and birthright that belonged to your brother?1 But that is not what we hear; instead, 

God says, “I am with you now, I will protect you wherever you go.” There is no 

judgment: only presence, protection, and promise. 

 When Jacob awakens from his dream, he his is filled with awe, saying, “God is 

definitely in this place, and I did not even know it.” But how could he? It was an 

ordinary place; a random stop between destinations; one with nothing but stones to lay 

down on. Having been banished from his home and family, with no-one left around 

him, he surely did not expect to discover the stairway to heaven, the path between the 

earthly and the divine. So, Jacob names this awesome, previously non-descript place 

Bethel, which means, “house of God;” not because God is contained there within any 

four walls, but because it was the place where God chose to visit; not to judge or 

condemn, but to provide Jacob this divine presence, protection, and promise.2 

 This fall, as we journey through these stories of the Old Testament, we are 

considering the character of God as revealed by what the Lord provides. Looking back 

to the creation story in Genesis, chapter one, we heard how God separated darkness 

from light, sea from land, and night from day. While this created boundaries of space 
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and time, God did not eliminate chaos from the earth; instead, God designates 

humanity as stewards of creation; with opportunities to produce and unite or to kill 

and divide. We are given the freedom to enact rules and systems that will either harm 

or help; exclude or include; wound or heal.  

 We look back at these ancient biblical stories to reflect, together, on the 

question, what is God like? This story about Jacob at Bethel shows us a God that 

comes to those who are alone and in need. God is not far removed, but instead, a clear 

pathway exists between heaven and earth. God does not condemn Jacob for what 

brought him to this seemingly ordinary place; but instead, it is made holy by God’s 

presence, protection, and promise; a message which - though not new – in times of 

doubt, requires restatement. 

 We are at another time in history when migrant refugees – whether or not they 

are present in our immediate communities – play a visible role in our consciousness 

and political discussions. There are millions of undocumented foreign-born residents 

– often inaccurately called “illegals” – who have been here for years or decades. 

Recently, thousands of Haitian migrants – with a protected right to apply for refugee 

status – descended upon our southern border; they are now either awaiting their status 

hearings or have been returned to their country of origin. In addition, there are now 

hundreds of refugees from Afghanistan – many who assisted our military operations 

over the past two decades – who have been placed under the care of local resettlement 

agencies and will soon be arriving in the Cleveland area; needing our help if they are 

going to be able to transition to their new lives and homes. 

 From a political standpoint, our immigration and refugee laws are a mess; 

everyone is in agreement that these need clarifications and reform. But what we, as 

people of faith, should not lose sight of is the biblical imperative – in both the Old and 

New Testaments – to welcome the stranger, honor the alien, and recognize the face of 

God in the other. The overarching story of the people of Israel is that they are exiled 

people; in the book of Exodus, God will hear their cries of pain and lead them to a 

promised land; to the fulfilment of the covenant that was made with Abraham, and 

then Isaac, and is renewed with Jacob in this dream. Jesus – who, with his family, was 

forced to flee to Egypt for safety – will describe himself, hearkening back to this story 

of Jacob’s flight from danger, as someone with no place to lay his head at night. The 

consistent biblical message is that God is present even, if not especially, with the 

migrant and the refugee. For such as them, the pathway between the earthly and 

divine is direct; and God is seen in what may appear the most ordinary and desolate, 

but awesome, places.  

 For those of you who know the story of Jacob, he will travel from this place he 

names Bethel to Haran, where he will meet and then work for his uncle and future 



father-in-law, Laban: another trickster who pulls off the switcheroo of substituting one 

of his daughters for the other; causing Jacob to stay and work for him another seven 

years.3 Finally, Jacob, with his two wives and family, travels back to Beer Sheba – the 

land where we had been born – for an inevitable encounter with his older brother, 

Esau. 

 On the way, Jacob will have another dream; this time he is encountered by a 

stranger – maybe it’s one of those angels he saw traveling up and down the staircase 

in his previous dream – who will engage Jacob in a wrestling match that lasts until 

dawn. Jacob, always looking for a leg up, demands from this adversary another 

blessing before he’ll let go. Thus, he is given a new name to take with him along the 

new pathway he is now traveling: Israel.  

 Jacob is Israel. Those who read today’s story of Jacob’s first dream already 

know this. Jacob is not just his mother’s co-conspirator who tricks his father and 

steals his older brothers blessing and blessing. Jacob is not just a lone migrant in the 

wilderness; he is also a holy nation, a chosen people. When people of faith hear that 

Jacob dreamed of a stairway to heaven where angels can go up and down, where God 

appears and speaks words of promise, presence, and protection, this is a vision meant 

for every child of God. No matter who we are – whether privileged with a birthright 

and blessed with home and resources, or a migrant refugee with no place to lay her 

head – God comes to us; not to judge, not conforming to the sometimes inequitable 

rules or systems that we – as stewards of all things – have chosen to create.  

No matter who we are or where we come from, God recalls, renews, and 

reminds us of this ancient promise: “Your descendants will become like the dust of 

the earth; you will spread out to the east, west, north, and south. Every family on earth 

will be blessed because of you and your descendants.” Israel’s calling, from the very 

beginning, was to be a blessing to others; not because he / they were perfect people or 

had every advantage, but because God wills humanity to be good stewards of the 

fruits of creation: to produce and preserve a world defined by hospitality and 

welcome, justice and mercy, caring and love. 

Indeed, God can be seen in this place. For when we gather in the awesome 

presence of our Creator and Redeemer God, we are molded more and more into the 

likeness of the God revealed to us in the person and story of Jesus, God’s Son. Let us 

give praise and thanks to God who is present with us, who protects us, and who 

provides pathways for us. Amen. 
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