Jacob´s  Ladder from Heaven to the Earth

Reading: Gn 28/10-22
Preaching: Somebody could tell that a Jacob´s dream is a confirmation of Jakob´s election, that he acted well  when he had stolen Esau´s blessing, that Rebecca acted well when she planned everything.

Many interpretors explained the  previous story this way as well as today´s story. But it is not so. In the Old Testament we only gradually grow to understanding what the election is. Similarly in the New Testament the disciples gradually understand who is the Mesiah – what the Mesiah means.  They understand gradually  that it is neither a miraculous leader nor a military leader but that who humbled himself and bore our ilnesses and sins on Himself. They got to know it some time after crusifiction. Peter had to betray three times to understand what he did and whom he betrayed. Abraham and Issac made mistakes and they often went back again. Despite the fact that Abraham was the father of faith – he even lied  and then he regretted it. Wouldn´t it be strange if  Jacob was holly immediately after his birth? Yes – it would be strange and that´s why we dare to speak about elected Jacob like about a man who had only reached a deeper understanding of that Who elected his grandfather and  father: Last  time we finished in a  rather bleak situation. Rebecca´s family including Jacob her son were splitted out due  to their  serious fraud  comitted on their closest. Esau the twin promissed to himself that he would  kill Jacobs if he would meet him some time. Jacob hurriedly ran away from home to save his life. His grandfather Abraham went out of Charan to "the land which the Lord God would show him" and Jacob went directly to the other side – he fleed  from his brother, from this land  back to Charan. What does it mean? Likewise on other places in the Scripture geography  has an  indicating character for us also here! Jacob has to come back and go out again by that "way of Abraham" to the promissed land and relay on the promiss of God at the same time. If he finally passes several exams and refinement and reaches "the conversion" and if he comes to the promissed land from which he has escaped he will be blessed there as his grandfather Abraham – he and his descendants. But it will be a long journey to that.

Jacob is alone and he has the statue of an exulant. Maybe he realized for the first time that he had made a mistake when he had frauded his brother and father. Till that time he heard only a few about God but he did not know Him personally. Faith is not hereditary. A man is not born with faith. He thought that be blessed meant to have  power over others. But he had not met the real God at all. The today´s event happened in Bét-El. It is the place where once his granpa Abraham had experience with God. The Lord God showed Abraham the whole promissed land there and he declared:   "I am giving to you and your descendants this whole land forever."  Jacob who wants to spend night here doesn´t know  what a special place he is going to put his exulant´s head on.

He laid and had a dream: "behold a ladder run down to the earth, and the top of it reached to heaven..." Who has ever seen it – the ladder built "from heaven to the earth" – it is literally built on head. It is such a quiant notion that most of interpreters and translators  refuse to admit it and translate it by a  "quite normal way" that "a ladder set up on the earth" (see in Český ekumenický překlad and Bible Kralická) however it is a wrong translation!!! The word "ladder" is in the biblical language exceptional – it denotes stairs, namely stepped ramp – so as in the case of  Babylonian tower temples, e.g. that temple in Charan, where Jacob is walking to. A priest could climb to the top to the  last floor of the temple which was tiled in blue and had to remember that it continued to heaven. This ramp was literally "stairs into heaven". But "the Ladder" which was noticed by Jacob was different! It wasn´t built from the earth to heaven (like the Babylon Tower) however like "stairs from heaven down to the earth". What is the difference? It is that the Babylon Tower was built by people who wanted to be like the Lord God – but the ladder seen by Jacob was run down by the Lord God to save Jacob.  This is the gospel of the today´s story. The rescue ladder run down to a diving from a ship´s side to the water where Jacob fights with wild waves of his life to survive. Similarly  God because of His love sends down His only Son to the earth to us – when we are at our wit´s end,  so God runs down the ladder to Jacob to get to know for the first time who God of Abraham and of Isaac is. It happens at the moment when Jacob is at his wit´s end.

"and the angels of God were ascending and descending on it." The ladder or the stairs are not for a priest, for some human mediator, who in representation of unworthy sinners handles messages to heaven. But vice versa! It is for "messengers of God", for "angels", who handle affairs of God to people. It is an activity coming from heaven and  aims to us. To a man. To the man – the outlaw, refugee, who doesn´t deserve yet angels to descend and handle him a good news.  God reveals His will here -  from heaven towards down to the earth.

What can Jacob see and what can he hear? How is it written? "13And 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;14and 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." The Lord God spoke to Jacob. To a refugee who did not have a place to sleep. The Lord God confirmed a forefather promise.  How was it possible? In the previous chapter Jacob usurped the forefather promise with ruse when he frauded Isaac his father. Esau wanted to kill him because of it. But here the Lord God confessed to Jacob. Just at the moment when Jacob  was at the bottom – at this moment the Lord God confirmed  the blessing of Abraham.

No, it is not the confirmation that God agrees with that evil which Jacob has carried out at home but it is God who descends to a poor man who finds himself in dire need, who ends because of his own sins, who harvests evil which he has planted himself. The Lord God who says: "15Know 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." (28/15) Jacob is the refugee, the outlaw who leaves his land for the exile. He will be put into hands of his hosts´ mercy there – their arbitrariness. He can for himself. Like Israel in Egypt, like Israel in Babylonian captivity. And God engages in help which does not put any conditions. It is unbelievable. God does not say: I will be with you if you do  this and that.

Jacob (still at night) wakes from his sleep  and says: "Surely the Lord is in this place—and I did not know it!"  He let fear. If the Lord God appears even through the apperture dream, it is a shock. Till that time maybe Jacob himself  had felt like God who had not needed the real God unless so industrious mother. He disregarded the other, followed his aim. At the situation when he lost everything and had nothing – he met the living God. Jacob did not react on the revelation of God only with suprising and terrible shaking. Jacob was afraid and said: "How fear this place aroses! This is none other than Bét-El (the house of God),(yes) this is the gate of heaven ."
Whoever asks: "How do I get to heaven?" Unbelievably strong irony is hidden in the answer of today´s text: Jacob is going to Charan, to the exile with its Babylonian towers growing to heaven. And the name Babylon (Báb-´ilu) means "the gate of heaven". But the revelation of the Lord God showed something totally different: No way of a man  here on the earth leads to heaven.  The ladder  or the stairs ramp in Israel are not built from the earth up but it hangs from heaven to the earth towards the man. God sends his messengers down the ladder to reach and guard the man. The Lord God descends, speaks, takes Jacob, is with him on his journey full of troubles and blesses him despite circumstances.

Jacobs meets mercy and has a chance to start changing himself. Till that time he had thought that God  was that Who  reigned over the others. Suddenly he gets to know the Lord God is that Who forgives and loves. Suddenly Jacob can get to know that the man is not here because of climbing to heaven, of trying to escape from his responsibility in the world – but he should go where God sends him. On his journey he learns to become blessing for his brothers, become blessing for all the families of the earth. For the first time he heard that the blessing was something different from what he had thought. He thought that it was namely property and wealth. Now he hears about God´ s favor despite his failure. That´s why he can start liningup the path to his spiritual transformation. In that Jacob´s sigh about the place evoking fear is also gratitude, sigh of relief: "This is none other than Bét-El (the house of God),(yes) this is the gate of heaven . Yes,  - the Lord God is present on this place; – and I did not know it!" - I imagined it totally different! Jacob confessed that he "did not know ". That he had not known such  a God till that moment.

What strange and also hopeful is in today´s biblical story? It is that even that biggest weasel in this world who has to flee full of fear from his own brother he can hear from heaven repeated: " Know". That there is not only your misery of a refugee and hopelessness of elopement  from your own past; - know there is also a ladder from heaven, and know, there are messengers of God; and know, the Word of God which preaches nearness and protection. The Lord God causes that His will is acting also today. In the middle of us, too. It is going towards us, too – like He went towards Jacob. We shouldn´t climb to heaven but heaven is coming to us. God is not in the distance. God is the God descending to us, to lift us and change us. Even if a whole family misuses the Name of God – when they want to usurp blessing (and primogeniture) – everybody for his or her benefit – the Lord God shows mercy. He does not leave Jacob and does not cancel His closeness. The Lord God does not leave even us. Amen. 
