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“Blessed Assurance”

“Know that I am with you and will keep you wherever you go; and I will bring you back to this land, for I will not
leave you until I have done what I have promised you.”

One of the best views of the Jersey Shore is from Barnegat Lighthouse, which stands at the northern tip of Long
Beach Island and has guided ships safely through the treacherous waters of the Barnegat Inlet since 1859. 
Over a half a million people visit the lighthouse and the beaches of the state park that surrounds it every year;
but not all of these visitors are able to enjoy the stunning view that the lighthouse offers, because it requires
climbing 217 steep, winding stairs to reach the observation level.  Unfortunately, if you are not able to make
this ascent you cannot avail yourself of the view of the Atlantic shoreline that the lighthouse offers only those
who can make the climb.

The Barnegat Lighthouse is yet another example of how little thought was given to making buildings and other
structures accessible.  While many modern buildings offer barrier-free access to all people, older buildings gave
little thought to how stairs, doorways, washrooms, and assembly halls can be impossible for some people to
reach.  Churches are among those buildings that gave little thought to offering access to all persons so that
everyone has the opportunity of coming into the Lord’s presence, to “enter his gates with thanksgiving, and his
courts with praise.” (Psalm 100:4).

While me might be able to understand or even excuse the shortsightedness of architects and buildings who
were not aware of accessibility issues in former days, some builders were constructed so that they were
purposely difficult to access, forcing persons to go through considerable effort in order to reach their goal.  In
the ancient world, temples and other worship buildings were purposely inaccessible to most people; the
Jerusalem Temple was constructed so that the closer one came to the center of the building the more
restricted access was, with the central “Holy of Holies” accessible only to the High Priest, who could only access
the place in which God dwelled in the midst of God’s people once a year.  Many other worship sites – in both
Judaism and other Ancient Near East religions – featured “ziggurats,” stairways or ramps that were believed to
provide an avenue of approach from earth to heaven, from the human sphere to the divine sphere.  Priests
would often traverse up and down these “stairways to heaven,” a symbol of how people of faith needed to
strive in their own lives in order to ascend in the presence of God.

It is one of these stairways to heaven that appears to Jacob in a dream as he stops for the night on his journey
from Beersheba to Haran.  It is not a journey of Jacob’s choosing; having stolen the birthright that rightfully
belonged to his older twin brother Esau, Jacob is fleeing from his brother’s hatred (“Now Esau hated Jacob
because of the blessing with which his father had blessed him, and Esau said to himself, ‘The days of mourning
for my father are approaching, then I will kill my brother Jacob.’” – Genesis 27:41).  Whether or not he realizes
it, the route Jacob chooses is the exact reverse of the journey of his grandparents Abraham and Sarah, who
traveled in faith from their homeland in Haran to the land that God had promised to their descendants.  While
Abraham and Sarah journey in faith, Jacob is traveling as a refugee, fleeing the hatred that he has caused as a
result of his scheming and usurping what rightfully belonged to someone else.  Not only is Jacob turning his
back on the land that was promised to his father Abraham; he is also turning his back on the covenant
promises for Abraham and his descendants. “Jacob flees from the hatred and threats of his brother, seeming to
reap the consequences of his own duplicity, and the future does not seem bright.” (Terence E. Fretheim).

But it is precisely at this most deeply vulnerable moment in Jacob’s life that God appears, not in judgment, but
to confirm Jacob as the one chosen to carry out God’s promise.  The “certain place” where Jacob stopped had



no special or remarkable features; it was chosen simply “because the sun had set.” (28:11).  As he lays his head
on “one of the stones of the place,” he has a remarkable dream of “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.” (28:12).  Dreams in the Old
Testament are external forms of divine communication in which active encounters with God take place:

· “The ancients understood that the unbidden communication in the night opens sleepers to a world
different from the one they imagined during the day.  The ancients dared to imagine, moreover, that
this unbidden communication is one venue in which the holy purposes of God, perplexing and
unreasonable as they might be, come to us.  They knew too that this communication is not obvious.  It
requires interpretation.” – Water Brueggemann.

At the center of the dream is a “ladder” (probably a ziggurat, a stairway or ramp) upon which divine beings
(“the angels of God”) are ascending and descending; but these divine beings have no specific function.  Rather,
it is the LORD (the English translation of YHWH, the tetragrammaton that is the name God reveals to Moses on
Mt. Sinai in Exodus 3:14) who stands beside Jacob and speaks directly to him.  “Jacob hears the divine promises
directly from God, who in turn promises God’s own presence rather than that of a surrogate.” (Fretheim).  
God is identified not only through the name reveal at Sinai but also in terms of Jacob’s family: “I am the LORD,
the God of Abraham your father and the God of Isaac” (28:13); Jacob thus has the same relationship to
Abraham and to Abraham’s God as did his father Isaac:

· “Reside in this land as an alien, and I will be with you, and will bless you; for to you and to your
descendants I will give all these lands, and I will fulfill the oath that I swore to your father Abraham.  I
will make your offspring as numerous as the stars of heaven, and will give to your offspring all these
lands; and all the nations of the earth shall gain blessing for themselves through your offspring.” –
Genesis 26:3-4.

God’s word to Jacob moves directly from self-identification to promise, which fulfills Isaac’s benedictory wish
(“May God Almighty bless you and make you fruitful and numerous, that you may become a company of
peoples.” – 28:3) and constitutes God’s confirmation of Jacob’s gaining of birthright and blessing.  God’s
promises include eight different elements: land, descendants, dispersion of posterity throughout the land, the
extension of blessing to others through him, presence, keeping, homecoming, and eternal presence.  As God
confirms that the fulfillment of God’s covenant promises will continue through Jacob – even though he has
stolen the birthright that belonged to Esau – God also promises that God will be present with Jacob and fulfill
all that God has promised: “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.” (28:15).

Upon awakening, Jacob realizes the importance of the dream and proceeds to interpret its significance: “Surely
the LORD is in this place – and did not know it!” (28:16).  Jacob realizes that he has new knowledge; he has
moved from not knowing to knowing that God has been present with him (it is significant that this is the first
time that Jacob mentions God).  Jacob expresses awe that in this ordinary place he has been confronted by the
God of whom his father spoke, granting him access to God’s promise keeping: “How awesome is this place! 
This is none other than the house of God, and this is the gate of heaven.” (28:17).  Because he has experienced
the presence of God in this place, Jacob names it Bethel, “the house of God.”  

· “The confession of God as transcendent and awesome correlated this text to God’s coming to be
present rather than God’s remaining far off.  Far from being a place forbidden to human beings, this
site becomes a place where humans can be assured of the divine presence.” – Fretheim.

When many of us hear this story, we may recall a song from our childhood, especially if our childhood
summers included attendance at a church camp: “We are climbing Jacob’s ladder … soldiers of the cross.”  This



African-American spiritual utilizes the image of Jacob’s ladder and equates it with the body of Christ.  It
emphasizes spiritual growth, increasing one’s knowledge about God, and a call to discipleship.  The spiritual
implies that God’s promises to the biblical patriarch Jacob will also lead those in the bondage of slavery to
freedom: “The refrain of ‘soldiers of the cross’ is a reminder of both the devotion to God and the devotion to
fight for freedom that is at the heart of many African-American spirituals from the period of the Civil War.”
(Jimmy Wolfe).

While We Are Climbing Jacob’s Ladder has been a source of tremendous strength and hope to those caught in
the bondage of slavery and oppression, the song contains one critical error: Jacob never climbed the ladder! 
He remains on the ground, never even setting foot on the bottom rung.  It is God who uses the ladder to come
down to Jacob; it is God who leaves the heavenly realm to come down to the earthly realm to dwell with God’s
people.  As the covenant with Abraham was a promise that was totally dependent on God, so also is the
presence and promise made to Jacob totally dependent on God’s gracious actions for God’s people.  It is God
who descends Jacob’s ladder so that God’s presence might be accessible to all – especially those who are
unable to climb Jacob’s ladder.  

At the heart of our Lutheran theology is our belief that we are justified – reconciled with God – solely through
God’s gracious love in the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  We believe that “a person is justified by faith
apart from works prescribed by the law” (Romans 3;28) and that “God proves his love for us in that while we
still were sinners Christ died for us.” (Romans 5:8).  In The Freedom of a Christian (1520), Martin Luther teaches
that “a Christian has all that he needs in faith and needs no works to justify him; and if he has no need of works,
he has no need of the law; and if he has no need of the law, surely he is free from the law.”  The Augsburg
Confession (1530), our central Lutheran confession of faith, places this understanding of justification by grace
at the heart of what our church believes and teaches:

· “Furthermore, it is taught that we cannot obtain forgiveness of sin and righteousness before God
through our merit, work, or satisfactions, but that we receive forgiveness of sin and become righteous
before God out of grace for Christ’s sake through faith when we believe that Christ has suffered for us
and that for his sake our sin is forgiven and righteousness and eternal life are given to us.  For God will
regard and reckon this faith as righteousness in his sight, as St. Paul says in Romans 3:21-26 and 4:5.”

As God descended Jacob’s ladder and abided with Jacob and his descendants, promising that “I am with you
and will keep you wherever you go,” the Christian faith is centered on the Incarnation of our Lord Jesus Christ,
the very Word of God that “became flesh and lived among us … full of grace and truth.” (John 1:14).  Our Lord
came to dwell among us to teach us about God’s steadfast love, to reconcile us to God and to one another
through his death and resurrection, and to assure us once again of God’s eternal presence; our Risen Lord’s
final words to his disciples in the Gospel According to Matthew are a call to “remember, I am with you always,
to the end of the age.” (Matthew 28:20).  We live in the confident hope that God dwells with us wherever we
may be, that wherever God’s people are gathered we are always at home with the Lord in Bethel, the house of
God that is open and accessible to all who have been called children of God.

Yet in spite of this message of grace that is at the heart of God’s Word, there is still something within us that
makes us want to strive to attain God’s blessings, something that impels us to want to climb Jacob’s ladder
instead of seeing it as the means through which God comes into our presence.  It’s almost as if the message of
the gospel is news that’s “too good to be true,” that there surely must be something that we need to do to
merit God’s favor.  We need to commit ourselves to climbing the ladder of blessedness; we need to strive to
make ourselves worthy of being God’s people; we need to fulfill God’s commandments so that we might
deserve to be called children of God.  As Philip Yancey has observed, “we are accustomed to finding a catch in
every promise, but Jesus’ stories of extravagant grace include no catch, no loophole disqualifying us from God’s
love.  Each has at its core an ending too good to be true – or so good that it must be true.” (What’s So Amazing



About Grace?).  There is no catch, no loopholes, no barriers or obstacles with the Gospel of Jesus Christ; the
plain truth of the Christian message is that “there is nothing we can do to make God love us less, and there is
nothing we can do to make God love us more.”

As God came into Jacob’s presence when he was unable to climb that stairway to heaven; as God came into
our presence through the incarnation of Jesus Christ when we had proven that we were unable to make
ourselves right with God; so does God come into our presence so that his word of grace and hope might be
accessible to all.  Our call as the stewards of God’s blessings is to make certain that everyone has access to the
loving presence of God from whom nothing should separate us of put any obstacles to prevent us from
dwelling in the Bethel that is ours in God’s abiding presence.

· “The mandate for access and inclusion is biblically based, central to our baptismal promise and
commitment, and rooted in the Triune God … the gospel of Jesus Christ is a gospel of access; creating
access for those on the margins is a Christian mandate.” – Jennie Weiss Block.

There is little that can be done to make the view from the top of Barnegat Lighthouse accessible to all; its very
structure makes it impossible for many people to climb.  But the light of Christ that shines in the darkness is
one that is truly accessible to all of us.  We live in the “blessed assurance” that God is with us always, that God
has made God’s home with us through God’s abiding presence, and that “neither life nor death shall ever from
the Lord his children sever.”  We need not be concerned about whether or not we can climb “Jacob’s ladder” or
any other obstacle that is keeping us from God’s presence.  It is God who climbed down Jacob’s ladder to be
with us; it is God who came into our presence through our Lord Jesus Christ; and it is God who abides with us
wherever we may be, for “the steadfast love of the LORD never ceases, his mercies never come to an end; they
are new every morning; great is your faithfulness.” (Lamentations 3:22-23). Amen.


