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KEEPING THE DREAM                                                  Genesis Chapter 37


Today and next Sunday, in our worship we will turn to one of the most wonderful and intriguing stories to be found in the bible: the story of Joseph and his brothers. It is not only one of the best stories to be found in the bible, but it is also an important one, for it bridges the time between Jacob’s sojourn in the land of Canaan and the story of the Exodus. 

At the center of today’s passage from Genesis are two dreams, and so in today’s sermon, I will speak of dreams and the power of dreams to shape life as we know it. It seems to me that there are at least two kinds of dreams. In the first place, there are dreams that separate us from the world and allow us to enter a place of comfort and tranquility. This is the kind of dream the poet Mary Oliver speaks of in her poem “A Dream of Trees.”
There is a thing in me that dreamed of trees,
A quiet house, some green and modest acres
A little way from every troubling town,
A little way from factories, schools, laments.
I would have time, I thought, and time to spare,
With only streams and birds for company,
To build out of my life a few wild stanzas.
And then it came to me, that so was death,
A little way away from everywhere.
There is a thing in me still dreams of trees.
But let it go. Homesick for moderation,
Half the world’s artists shrink or fall away.
If any find solution, let him tell it.
Meanwhile I bend my heart toward lamentation
Where, as the times implore our true involvement,
The blades of every crisis point the way.
I would it were not so, but so it is.



Who ever made music of a mild day?  
Mary Oliver dreams of a place away from life’s troubles, life’s lamentations.

It’s not unlike heaven, but then she realizes that heaven only comes with death. So dreams that take us away from life as we know it and experience it are like death. In the end, although she is drawn to such dreams, she will not dwell in them. She prefers to be involved in life as she finds it. It is only life that can give birth to music and poetry.

There are dreams, however, that do not take us away from life as we know and experience it, but take us into life lived and experienced. Such were the two dreams of Joseph. One of his dreams has to do with family, and the other having to do with empire. In the first, Joseph’s sheaf rises and the sheaves of his brothers gather around it and bow down to it. In the second dream, the sun, the moon, and eleven stars, all symbols of empire, bow down to Joseph. Both family and empire will pay homage to Joseph, and in the bowing down, God’s ways, now hidden, will be revealed. These two dreams take us right into the story of Joseph as it unfolds. They take us into life. 

For the time being we do not have the story as it unfolds. We have only the two dreams and the dreamer. Joseph is the one who dreams. His brothers are settled in the land; Joseph is not. He is destined for a journey. He is the favored, and being the favored, he is the most vulnerable. He is all the more vulnerable because he is Jacob’s favored son. He is the recipient of a magnificent coat that signifies his favored status in the eyes of his father Jacob, and also prefigures his honored status in the Egyptian Empire.   


However, in the eyes of the brothers, the settled, established characters in our story, Joseph, the dreamer, is suspect. They do not take kindly to him or his dreams. For his dreams signal an overturning of the way things are. The older will bow down to the younger; the strong will bow down to the weak; the principalities and powers of the empire will pay homage to one abandoned by his brothers and sold into slavery.  


And so it is that the dreamers in human history have been those who are the vulnerable, the oppressed, and the poor. It is a Martin Luther King, Jr. who has a dream. It is a Cesar Chavez who has a vision for his people. It is a Sojourner Truth who dreams on behalf of her people. It is the black slave who envisions a day when he, when she will be set free.  

Such dreams do not belong to the settled, the powerful, or the established. Christian communities that are established, who are in favor with those in power, are communities that cannot, or dare not dream. They must confine their message to blueprints for personal happiness. They must confine themselves to dreams of comfort and tranquility. Dreams that speak of God’s transforming presence in the world belong to communities on the periphery, communities out of favor. The ways of God unfold among the least of the brethren. This should give us pause, and perhaps fill us with gratitude that we are not at the center of political and social life, for it means that we too may be in a position to dream.   


The difficult thing about it all, however, is that the settled and the powerful do not like dreamers and the dreams they dream. The powerful, the movers and the shakers will do everything they can to kill the dreamer and the dream. They may indeed succeed, at least for the moment.


Such was the case with Joseph. The brothers deny the dream.  Even Jacob mistrusts the dream, but he will not attempt to defeat it. The story tells us that Jacob “kept the matter in mind.” For the time being, though, the brothers have their way. For awhile, the dream is cast aside, seemingly defeated. The splendid coat becomes a symbol not of honor, but blood-stained, it becomes an agent for the grief of a father. Jacob believes that Joseph is dead, but the dreamer is bound for Egypt and the empire. It is only because of the intervention of two of the brothers, Reuben, the brother with a measure of conscience, and Judah, the brother who seems to know the consequences of murder, that Joseph’s life is spared. Because the dreamer is kept alive, so is the dream, for the time being.    


Yet, the dream seems so precarious, so fragile. And it is. Not just Joseph’s dream, but our dream as well. Our dream of a world at peace and unafraid, the dream of justice for the downtrodden, the dream of a creation restored and made new, it all seems so remote, so impossible at times. Every time the dream is defeated, we mourn and are brought to the verge of despair. We are as Jacob who mourns the seeming death of his beloved son Joseph. Everyone tries to comfort him, but he refuses. He abandons all hope.

We know more than Jacob. We know that Joseph is still alive. We trust that Jacob’s sorrow will be turned into joy. Somehow, we trust that God is mysteriously present in all this, keeping Joseph and the dream alive. We trust that the final word will be life and joy rather than death and sorrow. In the story thus far, God’s involvement is not obvious. God is still hidden in all of this. We imagine ourselves hearing the story as if for the first time. We cannot wait to see how this all will unfold. For we know that Joseph is still alive and so is the dream.  

As for us, though, here and now, the question surely is: “What dream is still dreamed over us? What promise is guarded on our behalf?” What dream must we keep? That’s a good question, a question to which we must continually respond. What is it that God is seeking to do through us? The answer may not be all that clear or obvious. Surely, our dream must have to do with God’s desires for us and for the world. Surely, our dream must have to do with life rather than death. In order to dream, we need only trust the working of God’s spirit through us. 

The dream that takes us into life is all the more important now than before. For we live in a troubled world. We live in a world of threats, insults, and words that speak of fire and fury. We live in a world of violence and hate as we have witnessed this weekend in Charlottesville, Virginia. We live in a time as uncertain as the time of the Cuban missile crisis. We live in a society in which people are divided, in which no one seems to have the courage to address the realities of homelessness and hunger, violence and fear.
In such a times as ours, somehow, there is a dream being dreamed over us. It is a dream of justice, a dream of peace, a dream that speaks of transformation and the renewal of the whole of creation. Sometimes we dream the dream, as did Joseph. Sometimes we deny the dream, as did the brothers. Sometimes, we mistrust the dream, and yet we hold it in our minds, as did Jacob. Yet, it must be said, in the end the dream does not depend upon us. Because the dream really belongs to God, the dream has a life of its own. It will one day be fulfilled. And even if we abandon the dream, as faithless as that would be, God will not abandon the dream. We need only recall our story for today. Even as Joseph sets out for Egypt as a slave, God has not abandoned the dream. God will be faithful to Joseph’s dream, and to ours. So let us live our lives with faith and hope. Let us be those who keep the dream. Thanks be to God.   
