
 

July 19th 2020 - Sixth Sunday after Trinity 

Ladders and Stones 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Welcome to this service of morning worship.  Today we will be reflecting on Jacob’s dream, and on the promises 

of God to be with us, in Psalm 139.  You might already have received a message suggesting that you have with 

you a small stone, to hold in your hand when we come to pray. If you haven’t, you might like to pause now and 

find one before continuing with the service. 

We begin by worshipping God in the first hymn. 

 

Hymn - Holy, holy, holy! Lord God Almighty: 

 

Holy, holy, holy! Lord God Almighty, 

early in the morning our song shall rise to Thee. 

Holy, holy, holy! Merciful and mighty 

God in three persons blessed Trinity! 

 

Holy, holy, holy, all the saints adore thee, 

casting down their golden crowns around the glassy sea; 

Cherubim and seraphim falling down before thee, 

which wert and art and evermore shall be. 

 

Holy, holy, holy! Though the darkness hide thee 

though the eye of sinful man thy glory may not see, 

only Thou art holy there is none beside Thee 

perfect in power, in love and purity. 

 

Holy, holy, holy! Lord God Almighty 

all thy works shall praise Thy name in earth and sky and sea. 

Holy, holy, holy! Merciful and mighty 

God in three persons blessed Trinity. 

 



As we worship a holy and almighty God, we become aware of our failings and wrongdoing, and we confess our 

sins and ask forgiveness:  

 

Confession: 

God our Father, long-suffering, full of grace and truth,  

You create us from nothing and give us life.  

You do not turn your face from us, nor cast us aside. 

We confess that we have sinned 

against you and our neighbour.  

We have wounded your love and marred your image in us.  

Restore us for the sake of your Son,  

and bring us to heavenly joy, in Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 

 

May the God of love and power forgive us and free us from our sins 

and restore us in his image to the praise and glory of his name. Amen 

 

The prayer for today: 

Merciful God, you have prepared for those who love you 

such good things as pass our understanding: 

pour into our hearts such love toward you 

that we, loving you in all things and above all things 

may obtain your promises 

which exceed all that we can desire; 

through Jesus Christ your Son our Lord, 

who is alive and reigns with you, 

in the unity of the Holy Spirit, 

one God, now and for ever. Amen. 

 

 

Bible Reading: Genesis 28: 10 – 19 Jacob’s dream 

 

Jacob left Beersheba and set out for Harran.  When he reached a certain place, he stopped for the night 

because the sun had set.  

Taking one of the stones there, he put it under his head and lay down to sleep. 

  He had a dream in which he saw a stairway resting on the earth, with its top reaching to heaven, and the 

angels of God were ascending and descending on it.  

 There above it stood the Lord, and he said: ‘I am the Lord, the God of your father Abraham and the God of 

Isaac. I will give you and your descendants the land on which you are lying.  Your descendants will be like the 

dust of the earth, and you will spread out to the west and to the east, to the north and to the south. All 

peoples on earth will be blessed through you and your offspring.  

I am with you and will watch over you wherever you go, and I will bring 

you back to this land. I will not leave you until I have done what I have 

promised you.’ 

 When Jacob awoke from his sleep, he thought, ‘Surely the Lord is in this 

place, and I was not aware of it.’ He was afraid and said, ‘How awesome 

is this place! This is none other than the house of God; this is the gate of 

heaven.’  



18 Early the next morning Jacob took the stone he had placed under his head and set it up as a pillar and 

poured oil on top of it. He called that place Bethel, though the city used to be called Luz. 

 

Homily  

 

Jacob was leaving home in haste. Having deceived his father Isaac into giving him the blessing due to his older 

twin brother Esau, he knows that Esau is set on murdering him in revenge once their father has died.  His 

mother, Rebecca, sees the danger and tells Jacob to escape, and go to her brother Laban, at a safe distance 

from home. 

There had been much talk of blessings and of curses in the family home - blessings being not just the kindly 

good wishes that we might mean, but a blessing that carried enormous consequences. The first-born, Esau, 

should have inherited God’s promise of blessing given to his father and grandfather. The blessing, once given, 

could not be revoked. The deed was done.  Jacob, named ‘supplanter’ or even ‘con-man’ at birth, really had 

lived up to his name. 

So Jacob is fleeing, alone, and when darkness falls, he stops, finds a makeshift place to sleep and begins to 

dream. 

Now, the ladder in his dream; it is more accurately described as a 

stairway, as in modern-day translations of the text. In any case, it 

was a connection between heaven and earth and it represented 

access and contact between the hosts of heaven and the man of 

earth. The heavenly beings reach down and travel; they descend 

and ascend. At the top of the stairway is God and at the bottom is 

Jacob. The Old Testament links with the New, as we remember 

Jesus’s words to Nathaniel that he and the disciples would see 

heaven open and the angels ascending and descending the Son of 

Man.  

As Jacob sleeps and dreams, his usual patterns of thinking, 

scheming, fearing his brother’s rage, are side-stepped and he has a 

graphic and compelling vision. 

Dreams are strange and important territory. In the Bible, this is 

the first time God speaks through a dream, but we know of many 

that came later, and at Pentecost one of the gifts of the Spirit was 

that some would dream dreams and see visions of God’s purposes and promises for the Church. God 

continues to communicate through dreams to the present day and taking account of dreams should not be only 

the domain of the psychoanalysts. 

‘God steps into the dream process with his own words of prophetic 

challenge. We should not be surprised by this, because we believe in a God 

who speaks to his people. It is to be expected, that, as we create dreams in 

our sleep, the Creator God in whose image we are made weaves his words 

and vision for revelation within and around our own thoughts.’ * 

We do well to take notice of our dreams. Who knows what the Lord might 

be saying to us? 

On waking, Jacob is startled and shaken, in awe at what he has seen, and he 

scrambles around to respond in reverence to the glorious vision.  God has 

spoken and re-iterated the promise made to Jacob’s father and grandfather, 



but the most striking thing immediately for Jacob is his awareness that the very place where he is standing is 

holy ground and God is present.  

Surely, he says, the Lord is in this place and I was not aware of it! How often do we fail to realise that the Lord 

is in the unexpected places and situations of our lives and world?  We would be as startled as Jacob if we saw it 

more often. 

 Like many others who encounter God in angelic visitations, Jacob is afraid, for in 

the presence of a holy God, all humankind is stripped bare of pretence or pride and 

every knee must bow. 

From this point onwards through many adventures and trials, Jacob has God’s word 

of assurance: I am with you and will watch over you wherever you go. I will not 

leave you until I have done what I have promised you.  

He is not, after all, alone.  Out there, overnight, he realises that the place is none 

other than the house of God, and immediately he sets about making an impromptu 

altar from the stone he had been using as a pillow, and worships God as he pours 

oil over it. 

Places do matter. To be exiled from home is a fundamental threat to security and 

contentment. Spiritually as well, we are enriched and comforted by sacred places 

that inspire trust and praise of the living God.  But Jacob articulated a most important spiritual principle: the 

place was not an end in itself. In his words, it was the gate to heaven. 

Significant though places and altars or buildings might be, the real purpose 

and function of any of them is to be a gateway to a higher realm, the 

kingdom of heaven, and a single stone would represent that as well as a 

Cathedral. 

There are some places where we might feel very clearly the presence of 

God, and that is a great blessing, and sometimes we see the presence of 

God in surprising places and people. Hopefully, our enforced exile from our 

church buildings will have opened our eyes to see the signs of his presence 

and glimpses of glory wherever we may be.  Perhaps we will have new 

dreams and visions to share as we prepare to meet again, and we will be 

able to say anew, Truly the Lord is in this place. 

Amen. 

 

Let us declare our faith together in the words of the Creed. 

 

We believe and trust in God the Father 

source of all being and life 

the one for whom we exist. 

We believe and trust in God the Son, 

who took our human nature,  

died for us and rose again. 

We believe and trust in God the Holy Spirit,  

who gives life to the people of God and makes Christ known 

in the world. 

This is the faith of the Church, 

this is our faith.        

We believe and trust in one God 

Father, Son and Holy Spirit,  Amen. 



 

Bible reading: Psalm 139: 1-11 

1 O LORD, you have searched me and known me. 
2 You know when I sit down and when I rise up; 

    you discern my thoughts from far away. 
3 You search out my path and my lying down, 

    and are acquainted with all my ways. 
4 Even before a word is on my tongue, 

    O LORD, you know it completely.  

5 You hem me in, behind and before, 

    and lay your hand upon me. 
6 Such knowledge is too wonderful for me; 

    it is so high that I cannot attain it.  

7 Where can I go from your spirit? 

    Or where can I flee from your presence? 

8 If I ascend to heaven, you are there; 

    if I make my bed in Sheol, you are there. 
9 If I take the wings of the morning 

    and settle at the farthest limits of the sea, 
10 even there your hand shall lead me, 

    and your right hand shall hold me fast. 

11 If I say, ‘Surely the darkness shall cover me, 

    and the light around me become night’, 
12 even the darkness is not dark to you; 

    the night is as bright as the day, 

    for darkness is as light to you. 

 

Hymn – O God, you search me and you know me: 

O God, you search me and you know me. 

All my thoughts lie open to your gaze. 

When I walk or lie down, you are before me, 

Ever the maker and keeper of my days. 

You know my resting and my rising. 

You discern my purpose from afar, 

And with love everlasting you besiege me: 

In ev'ry moment of life or death, you are. 

 

Before a word is on my tongue, Lord, 

You have known its meaning through and through. 

You are with me beyond my understanding: 

God of my present, my past and future too. 

 

Although your Spirit is upon me,    
Still I search for shelter from your light. 

There is nowhere on earth I can escape you: 

Even the darkness is radiant in your sight. 

 



For you created me and shaped me, 

Gave me life within my mother's womb. 

For the wonder of who I am, I praise you: 

Safe in your hands, all creation is made new. 

 

Reflection and Prayers 

May I invite you now to take your stone and hold it in your hand; look carefully at it for a moment, and let us 

pray that this material object will be for us a means of receiving the grace and love of our heavenly Father.   

Lord, you know me entirely, in my waking and my sleeping moments. 

You know my struggles and fears. You know what I am thinking and feeling, and what gives me joy or pain. 

Wherever I am, you are with me, in times of prayer and worship and in the ordinary comings and goings of my 

life. 

You sent your beloved Son down to earth to reach us, to dwell with us and to say ‘I will not leave you 

comfortless. I will be with you always’. 

As Jacob used the stone to make an offering of worship to you, I now hold this stone in my hand.  

I acknowledge the hard edges, the smooth surfaces, the 

weight of it, the processes of time that have shaped this one 

unique stone from the rock of the earth. 

As it warms in my hand, I ask that you will warm my heart 

with the assurance of your love. 

That you will hold and protect me from fear or loneliness. 

That by your Holy Spirit you will strengthen me as I struggle 

with the difficult realities of my life 

And that when I sleep, you will flow into my dreams. 

Now, Lord, I open my hands and place this stone before me, where it is seen and where it fills its own space. 

May it be to me a reminder of your love and acceptance of all that I am, and your presence with me in the 

context of my own life. 

We pray for the needs of the world around us in this present day: 

 for safe and productive political and economic relationships; 

 for progress in the battle against Covid19 and wise policies to counteract its destructive threat; 

 for healing and comfort for all who have suffered the effects of this disease or any other; 

 for those who mourn; 

 for the most vulnerable in our nation and across the world; 

 and for all who feel that there is no way out of their misery or pain. 

 

We thank you, Lord Jesus Christ, that you descended from heaven to reach us, 

and were lifted up on the cross so that we might ascend with you to the kingdom of heaven. 

Accept this offering of worship, we pray, with our thanksgiving for the glimpses of heaven and of glory you give 

us, that illuminate the darkness and call us onwards in our earthly journey towards the heavenly home you 

prepare for us.  

In the name of Christ, Amen. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Blessing: 

Jesus, lord of time 

Hold us in your eternity. 

Jesus, image of God, 

Travel with us the life of faith. 

Jesus friend of sinners 

Heal the brokenness of our world. 

Jesus, lord of tomorrow 

Draw us into your future. Amen. 

And the blessing of God almighty, Father, Son and Holy Spirit 

be with you and remain with you always. Amen. 

 

Anthem: God be in my head 

 

Thank you to Roger Abbott for reading the Bible texts, David Bracher for photographs 2, 6 and 7, and Alan McGowan 

for permission to use his painting ‘Jacob’s Ladder’.  
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