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To Sleep, Perchance to Dream 
Preached by Rev. Dr. Linda Even 

United Church of Fayetteville 
December 31, 2017 

For Reflection:  "And this year 
let's do what Mary did and rejoice in God 
let's do what Joseph did and listen to our dreams 
let's do what the wise men did and go to worship 
let's do what the shepherds did and praise God 
 for all we have seen and heard."  
                              from "This Year Will Be Different" by Ann Weems 

 
Introduction to the Hebrew Scripture 
The King of Babylon, seeking someone to interpret his dreams, when told that no mortal can, in a fit of pique decrees 
that all the wise men in the kingdom are to be killed including Daniel.  Daniel and his companions pray for God’s mercy 
and the dream’s interpretation comes to them.  
 
Hebrew Scripture Reading:   Daniel 2:19-23 
Then the mystery was revealed to Daniel in a vision of the night, and Daniel blessed the God of heaven.  Daniel said:   

Blessed be the name of God from age to age, for wisdom and power are his. 
He changes times and seasons, deposes kings and sets up kings; 
He gives wisdom to the wise and knowledge to those who have understanding. 
He reveals deep and hidden things; He knows what is in the darkness, and light dwells with him. 
To you, O God of my ancestors, I give thanks and praise,  
for you have given me wisdom and power, and have now revealed to me what we have asked of you, 
for you have revealed to us what the king ordered.  

 
Gospel Reading:  Matthew 2:13-23 

Our Christmas story picks up, just after the wise men visit Bethlehem.  They are warned in a dream not to let 
Herod know where Jesus is, so they return home by an alternate route to avoid the king. 

Now after the wise ones had left, an angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in a dream and said, “Get up, take the 
child and his mother, and flee to Egypt and remain there until I tell you; for Herod is about to search for the child, to 
destroy him.”  Then Joseph got up, took the child and his mother by night, and went to Egypt and remained there until 
the death of Herod.  This was to fulfill what had been spoken by the Lord though the prophet, “Out of Egypt I have called 
my son.” 

When Herod saw that he had been tricked by the wise men, he was infuriated and he sent and killed all the 
children in and around Bethlehem who were two years old or under, according to the time that he had learned from the 
wise men.  Then was fulfilled what had been spoken through the prophet Jeremiah: 

A voice was heard in Ramah, 
wailing and loud lamentation, 
Rachel weeping for her children; 
and she refused to be consoled 
for they are no more.” 
When Herod died, an angel of the Lord suddenly appeared in a dream to Joseph in Egypt and said, “Get up, take 

the child and his mother, and go to the land of Israel, for those who were seeking the child’s life are dead.”  Then Joseph 
got up, took the child and his mother and went to the land of Israel.  But when he heard that Archelaus was ruling over 
Judea in place of his father Herod, he was afraid to go there.  And after being warned in a dream, he went away to the 
district of Galilee.  There he made his home in a town called Nazareth so that what had been spoken through the 
prophets might be fulfilled, “He will be called a Nazorean.”  
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Sermon: To Sleep, Perchance to Dream   

Everybody comfortable?  Feeling a little more relaxed than just a week ago?  The pageant is past.  Christmas 
Eve's candles have been extinguished and the smoke has cleared.  The packages have been opened.  The returns have 
been made.  It’s business as usual – or at half-price, as the case may be.  Christmas is over.  Nothing is really changed 
and God is done with us for another year.   Last week’s celebration scenes are already a little fuzzy around the edges, 
aglow with haloed lights, like a Hollywood dream sequence.  

Perhaps we’d do better to give Matthew rather than Hollywood the credit for the invention of the dream 
sequence.  With the sermon title as a hint, did you catch how many dreams were recorded in this morning’s passage 
alone?  Anybody? ... 

Matthew reported that Joseph had three dreams after Jesus’ birth – one warning Mary and him to flee 
Bethlehem, one telling them it was safe to return home, and a third suggesting they not settle in Jerusalem.   

What made Joseph pay attention to those dreams?  He, as much as any of us today, must have thought 
Christmas was over, and God was done.  His first amazing dream telling him of this child’s birth had already come true.  
It must have been tempting for Joseph to think that having married Mary, he had done his duty. 

Yet Joseph understood two things that kept him from yielding to that temptation.  One was that God-with-us 
was an infant – vulnerable human flesh.  A fragile squalling infant could not rear and protect himself, not even if that 
infant was God's own self.  Joseph acknowledged his continuing responsibility for nurturing and protecting that new life 
born unto him and Mary and all of us.   

Joseph also knew that such a task was beyond his own capabilities—that to care for this life-changing child, he 
would need help.  The faith that gave him the strength and wisdom to marry Mary also granted him the knowledge that 
God would not leave him alone to do this awesome task with which God had entrusted him.  Joseph did not think 
Christ's birth was God's last word, that the world returned to normal the next day as if nothing had happened.  So 
Joseph sought God's guidance for living in that radically changed world. 

That guidance came to Joseph in the form of dreams.   Matthew doesn't tell us about the dreams at all.  He 
simply tells us the end result—Joseph received and heeded messages from God.    

We may imagine something like the TV guide description I once read of the movie, Field of Dreams, “Deep voice 
tells man to build a baseball field.”  Perhaps we envision Joseph settling down to sleep and waking with the memory of a 
voice saying, "Go to Egypt," or "It's safe to come home now," or "Do you really want to raise your family in that 
neighborhood?" 

Who here has ever had a dream that straightforward?  All the dreams I've ever had or heard reported twist   
together threads of experience and unreality, their message hidden in a labyrinth of odd symbols, confused characters 
and elusive memory.  Do we think that 2000 years ago humans dreamed one-sentence dreams?   

Rather than a clear announcement, wasn't it more likely that it happened something like this? 
 Joseph woke up with a start in the middle of the night, sweat-soaked and disoriented.  His tossing and turning 

had already wakened Mary and even in the dim moonlight she could see the dark rings under his eyes.  Joseph said, “I 
had the most awful dream.  You and I and the baby were in a cave.  It was completely dark, and there was this horrible 
pounding music ringing off the stone walls.  It was so loud we could feel the thumping on our chests, and we covered our 
ears, but it still hurt.  The baby was screaming and the music just kept pounding, pounding, louder and louder.  The 
baby’s screams just got more piercing.  At the far end of the cave was a tiny opening with light shining through.  If I 
squinted I could just make out a woman dressed like a princess lifting a basket with a baby in it out of a river.  There was 
more I think, but it’s slipped away.”   

Joseph continued: “I know it probably has something to do with those reports of all the craziness in Jerusalem.  
They say Herod is becoming more and more paranoid all the time.  There are even whispers that he has killed some of his 
own children.  His soldiers are everywhere.  We hear another story of random violence from every passing traveler.  That 
kind of behavior is spreading throughout the kingdom. “ 

In the dark, Mary and Joseph talked about the upheaval in Israel.  Joseph’s dream reminded them of a place 
where one vulnerable child had been saved.  It occurred to them it might be wise to take their own child to such a place 
for a while – at least until the political situation was settled.  Realizing they weren’t going to fall asleep again anyway, 
they packed up their meager belongings, wrapped the baby warmly, and began the long trek to Egypt.   

Later when they heard reports of Herod's increasing violence, they would remember this night and Joseph's 
dream.  They would thank God for a sign, a dream in the night that lit their way into tomorrow. 
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Maybe it happened that way.  Maybe it didn't.  Somehow, though, Joseph and Mary understood that Joseph had 
received direction from God.  Motivated, inspired, if you will, by the dream, they responded to the threat to their son’s 
life.  They knew they were not alone – that God was with them, in the birth of their child and in dreams and signs 
showing them the way ever after – if only they had the wit and wisdom to understand what God was telling them. 

Without a doubt, Joseph and Mary were children of their culture.  In ancient times and in many cultures around 
the world today, dreams are treated as revelations from the divine.  We moderns also think our dreams offer revelation 
– that our dreams can tell us something about ourselves.  When we have disturbing dreams we can't write off to late 
night pizza or too much alcohol, we may turn to a mental health professional to help us find an interpretation. As far as 
it goes, psychological interpretation of our dreams can be helpful and prescriptive.  With it, we can heal our past and 
understand our present.  But as theologian Matthew Fox, writes, “The psychological ideology has never been alive.  It 
came into the world, so to say, with an old mind.  Psychology does not believe in anything, so it has no vision – no 
eschatological passion – no future – to offer.”    

Fox claims that psychology is limited in its belief that we alone are the authors of our own dreams.  Theology, 
however, dares to believe that another voice speaks in our dreams – people of faith dare to believe that the One who is 
the Author of our very lives is also the Author of our dreams.   

Our faith understands that our dreams can be a gift from God.  They can bear the spark of God's presence.  They 
may hold out guidance for day and a light for the darkest night.  Dreams can also offer a vision – not only for our own 
lives, but they can paint a picture of hope for the community and the world.  Author Norman Shawchuck calls such 
vision, "waking dreams." However, we cannot ignore the fact that dreams are often complicated and confusing, difficult 
to interpret.  As we wish God might speak a little more often, we might also wish God spoke a little more clearly.  As well 
as translating the peculiarities of our dreams into something sensible for our waking world, we need help separating the 
dreams that are the result of indigestion from those which might send us to reconcile with a loved one, or seek medical 
help or try a new thing.   

Where do we get such assistance?  Native American and New Age philosophies offers us ornaments for our 
bedrooms – usually rings decorated with beads, feathers, crystals, or stained glass called “dream catchers.”     

Daniel's prayer of thanksgiving for the ability to interpret dreams reminds us that God and our community of 
faith are also dream catchers.  Not only are our dreams and visions gifts of God.  So is the ability to make sense of them.  
As a people of faith, we also have responsibility for responding to their messages.  

We can retain the spirit, the mystery and the wonder of Christmas through this season of Christmastide and 
indeed into the year ahead.  Like Joseph, first we must acknowledge our responsibility for nurturing the new life that 
was born in us in a season of love and hope.   

Then also like Joseph we can trust that God has not come to us at Christmas and left us alone again for another 
year, not as individuals and not as a congregation.  God-with-us is still with us  –  whispering in the night; shining light in 
dark places; opening doors to new opportunity; sheltering our fragile human bodies and spirits; ever and always luring 
us toward undreamt horizons of possibility. 

We can also trust one another, and treat our dreams with the awe-filled wonder due any gift of God.  Together, 
we can share our visions, and nurture new life and growth in ways that are far beyond any of us alone.  We can listen 
and respond and move to the rhythms of a world where God is always in the wings whispering out cues.  That is how 
Joseph and Mary show us the way to handle gifts meant not for us alone, but for the whole world.   

So as we move away from the day of Christmas and into a New Year, let us open ourselves to God's speaking to 
us again and again.  Let us listen and look.  We shall lie down at night, to sleep: perchance to dream.  May we wake up, 
willing to be the faithful dream catchers God gives us the power to be.  Amen. 
 
Prayers for Others and Ourselves O most holy God:  God, you have indeed made yourself a child among us and with his 
Advent we know that the weak shall be strong and none shall be afraid. 
Today we pray for all the places in the world where hope is fading or dim … and pray that through our ministry together 
we might be as stars that shine in the night of hopelessness.  
Today we pray for all the places in the world where there is no peace and where the only unfurling ribbons are barbed 
wire … and pray through our ministry that we might be signs of safety and worth for the whole human family. 
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We pray for all the places where mourning has not yet turned to dancing, where tears have not been wiped from faces 
and where the veil of death shrouds life... and pray through our ministry that songs of joy might be sung in places where 
they have been silenced too long.  
We pray for ourselves and for all those whose hearts ache with emptiness, where loss abounds, where doubt and fear 
outshout faith and hope...and pray that through our ministry, love might enter into each heart so that all people know 
your love for your whole creation and know they are welcome parts of that creation.   
We pray with these words, with the silent meditations of our hearts and with the words your son taught us saying… 


