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December 18, 2016 

As we all know, dreams come to us in one of three categories: Good, Bad and Bizarre, and most of us could tell 
stories about having had all three kinds.  Good dreams pace us in situations of happiness or with people we love 
to be with.  Bad dreams—nightmares—frighten us or at least unsettle us.  And bizarre dreams put us into scenes 
that are preposterous, but we take them with the utmost seriousness for as long as they last.  I still remember the 
one I had a few years ago involving a combat helicopter landing in the back yard of my house just after the tornado 
had blown through the neighborhood.  It never crossed my mind that I hadn’t actually lived in that house since 
1978, or that combat helicopters don’t land in Edina very often, especially for no reason at all.  I don’t know 
anything about the psychology of dreams, except to know that when you are in the middle of experiencing them 
everything is real, even if it doesn’t make any sense.  Upon waking—and somehow after a few moments of 
confusion—we realize that it was all an illusion, whether for good or disappointment.  Then we dismiss them and 
move on.   

But the Bible looks at dreams quite a bit differently, and takes them very seriously.  In the Sacred Scripture of both 
the Old and New Testaments, dreams are frequently the way that God communicates when he has something 
terribly important to say to somebody.   

Two of the most well-known biblical dreamers are found in the Book of Genesis and in the Gospel of Matthew.  
They both happen to be named Joseph, and that is not a coincidence.  They both ended up taking their families to 
Egypt in order to save their lives, and that is no coincidence, either.  The first Joseph was thrown into a well and 
sold to foreign merchants, and served Pharaoh, and he was very, very verbal.  He also wore what today we call an 
Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat.  The second Joseph is not remembered for ever uttering a single specific word, 
and he disappeared from recorded history after his son Jesus was 12 years old.  The first Joseph’s dreams could 
be generally described as “good,” because they usually involved him saving the day and coming out of tough 
situations as a winner.   

But the second Joseph?  Well, his dreams could be described as a mixture of bad and bizarre.  His dreams never 
provided any sort of assurances that things would all be well in the end.  They generally invited him into situations 
that were confusing, potentially dangerous, and almost impossible to believe…for example, I don’t know what a 
dream involving an “Angel of the Lord” might be like, or how it must have felt to be told that your allegedly virgin 
fiancé would be having God’s baby, but I’m pretty sure I would have shaken that one off as crazy when I woke up.  
But Joseph didn’t.  Nor did he protest or demand explanations.  (Even Mary requested an explanation from the Angel 
at the Annunciation.)  He just did what he was told. And that’s what makes him the hero of today’s gospel.  The only 
assurance he was given was “Emmanuel,” God is with you.  God is with all of us.  No matter what.  No matter what.  
And for Joseph, that was enough.  That’s amazing.  It seems almost foolish and naïve on the face of it.   

The message from God was, “Trust me just because I say so.”  It was only last weekend that I was standing right 
here and saying that “because I say so” is not a very good way to run a religion or a life of faith… 

Unless…unless, you are absolutely certain that you know that voice, and that it is trustworthy.  Joseph was willing 
to step into a bizarre dream—in many ways what seemed to be a bad dream—because he recognized the true 
voice of God when it spoke, and his faith was solid. 

And you don’t get to that kind of confidence, and trust, and willingness to risk in a moment.  You cultivate that 
through days and years of praying and listening and befriending and loving and recognizing just who the true God 
is.  That’s also what makes Joseph heroic: He did that. 

And the same task falls to all of us who profess faith in the same God—the God of Joseph, and the God of the 
other Joseph, and the God of Jesus Christ.   
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Emmanuel: God is with us.  That is true, not only for a few weeks in late December, but throughout all our lives, 
and unless we seek and find Emmanuel all the time we are very unlikely to have the courage to follow him when 
he requests something from us that appears to be bad or bizarre.  That’s the faith and courage of Joseph.  And we 
are asked to put our trust and confidence in this Emmanuel regularly in situations that seem bewildering, or scary, 
or sad: 

When loved ones die; when good health fails; when terror seems to triumph; when relationships 
end badly; when the money runs out; when hope seems impossible. 

Emmanuel: “Do not be afraid, Joseph, for God is with us.  That is all you need to know.”  It takes a long life of 
discipleship truly to believe that that is, in fact, all we need to know.   

So next week, when Christmas comes again, let us welcome our Emmanuel with joy and thanksgiving.  But let us 
also be resolved to organize our lives so as to be willing and able to recognize God’s coming at any time and under 
any circumstances, even the ones that we cannot completely understand or embrace easily…this is the legacy of 
Joseph, who trusted both the good dreams and the bad…and the bizarre.  Because he knew from whom they had 
come.  What a gift and what a source of confidence. 
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