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FINDING SANCTUARY: SACRED SPACE AND CHRISTMAS GRACE

Our Dreams Offer Hope
Matthew 1:18-25; Luke 1:26-38

I am–sadly, I think–one of those people who do not often remember
dreams.  I understand that during the pandemic many of us are having rather
bizarre dreams that are no doubt tied to the stress, fear, uncertainty, and
longing of this time in our lives.  Frequently, I am well aware that I am
dreaming.  The images and the dialogue are extremely clear.  Then, I
gradually realize that I am awake and–poof–the dream vanishes.  Like a wisp
of smoke, it simply evaporates.  I know that it is possible to train yourself to
better remember dreams, but I have not mastered that trick yet.

I think I have mentioned before that when I was a little fellow, probably
about six or seven years old, I had a green elephant.  Not many people have
ever seen a green elephant, but I had one.  He was full size and a deep olive
green.  He lived in the woods on the other side of the cotton field behind our
neighborhood.  When everyone else was asleep and the night was dark, my
teddy bear and I would meet the elephant in the front yard of our house.  We
would talk about everything that was going on with us.  Then my teddy bear
and I would go back inside to bed and the green elephant would return to his
home in the woods to meet again on another dark night.

Most people would call what I have just described a “dream.”  I contend
to this day that it was real because I can vividly see us standing in the yard
talking as if it were last night.  Granted, no one else ever saw him, but that
alone doesn’t mean it wasn’t real.  I can still see that elephant standing in our
yard.  But more important, I can feel the happiness, the comfort, the
encouragement I felt when we would talk.  That was surely real!

The Bible is full of dreams and visions–some far more bizarre than my
green elephant!  Jacob saw a ladder reaching from the rock under his head
clear up to the heavens with angels going up and down all the time.  His son
Joseph was an interpreter of dreams and warned Pharaoh of a great famine. 
Moses saw a burning bush.  That’s no big deal.  People out west have seen
plenty of burning bushes over the past few years.  This bush, however, was
different because it never burned up.  It just kept on burning.  What’s more,
the voice of God came out of that bush and told Moses to go back to Egypt



and tell Pharaoh to let his people go.  The prophets seemed to have a lot of
dreams.  Ezekiel saw visions of wheels in the air.  Isaiah saw wolves and
lambs, leopards and goats, calves and lions, bears and oxen all resting
peacefully together while feasting on a vegan diet rather than on one another.

When people heard those bizarre, outlandish, unbelievable dreams and
visions they did not bat an eye.  In fact, they listened even more closely for
the meaning behind the dreams and visions.  They listened for the word of the
Lord because dreams were considered sacred spaces where God walked up
into the front yards of their lives and chatted a while.  Those dreams and
visions were sacred spaces.

Dreams and visions are a key part of the Christmas story.  Mary saw an
angel who blessed her and told her that she would have a child who would be
none other than the Son of God, the Savior.  Joseph, her fiancé,
understandably upset by this news and making plans to divorce her, also saw
an angel who told him not to be afraid to take Mary as his wife because the
child was of the Holy Spirit and would fulfill the prophet’s promise of the
Messiah.  We all know how that story turned out.

What if Mary and Joseph had ignored what they saw and heard?  What
if they passed of those dreams or visions like Scrooge as nothing more than
a “little undigested gruel”?  What if Joseph had released Mary from their
betrothal and left her to live in shame in their little village?  There would have
been no marriage, no trip to Bethlehem, truly no inn or stable or shepherds. 
No doubt angels would have still heralded the Baby Jesus’ birth, but so many
other important aspects of the story would have been missing.  The point of
the story is that they did pay attention to their dreams and visions.  They
believed that God had visited them in those sacred spaces and, even in the
midst of a scary and uncertain situation, they received hope.  Those dreams
left them with all of the hope they would need to make the trip, welcome the
baby, and raise him to be the Savior of the world.

The Bible reminds us over and over that dreams and visions are sacred
spaces where God meets us.  Mary and Joseph show us that in that sacred
space God offers us the Christmas grace of hope.

Do I think God is a green elephant?  Certainly not!  But I do realize that
God might have used my green elephant to reassure me, comfort me, and
give me hope and happiness as a little boy.  I know that many of the dreams
I have these days, even if I cannot remember them vividly, have to do with
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trying to get some place or complete some task while at every turn something
happens to stop and frustrate my plans.  I know that I am frustrated by the
pandemic and everything else that is going on these days.  I know I am
agitated by the loss of control and familiarity and the uncertainty of the future. 
I suspect that God might be trying to say to me, “Slow down.  Take your time. 
Pay attention.  Consider your options.  Trust me.  We will get through this
challenge together.  I know God is offering me hope.

Dreams and visions do not happen only at night when our eyes are
closed in sleep.  The sacred space of dreams and visions is in our hearts and
minds.  It is in prayers and conversations and ideas and possibilities.  Our
aspirations, our speculations, our wonderings, and what ifs are all sacred
spaces where God can be found and where hope is discovered.

Our nation was founded on a dream of people living freely and
responsibly in community.  That is the message of our Constitution.  The
Founders of our country captured that vision and we have been working ever
since to get it right.

Martin Luther King Jr. had a dream that we would fulfill the Founders
dream and not allow the particularities of who we are to diminish the
wonderful diversity that makes this nation great.

God dreamed of a world where people created in the divine image
would live joyfully, fruitfully, and gratefully together in this wonderful earth
which never ceases to amaze an inspire us.

These and other dreams have been offered by God for our benefit. 
Each dream has offered us hope that life can be all that God intended for us. 
God simply asks us to pay attention, to listen, and to follow the Spirit’s lead.

I am grateful that Joseph and Mary, like Jacob, Joseph, Moses, Ezekiel,
and Isaiah, along with so many other believers, did not ignore God stepping
into their sacred space and getting their attention in sometimes outlandish
ways.  What about you?  Have you noticed God on the lawn of your dreams? 
Have you heard the voice reassuring you that it will all work out in the end? 
Have you noticed that when you do pay attention a bud of hope begins to
bloom deep within you?  That is Christmas grace.  May we all open the
sacred space of our lives to the dreams and visions of God so that hope might
be born anew in us.  Amen.
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December 5, 2021 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

We may not have been visited by an angel, O God, but we do know that
you are with us.  In the dark of a worrisome night or in the bright light of a
busy day, that knowledge is truly wonderful for us to ponder.  Thank you for
coming to us as a baby, for living among us as an adult, and for remaining
with us in the presence of your Spirit.  We are indeed blessed.

We are also grateful for your nearness when the blessings do not seem
abundant.  There is so much going on in our world that attempts to negate of
the good you offer us.  We lament the illness and death caused by Covid.  We
ache for victims of violence and their families.  We shake our heads at all of
the rudeness and cruelty that surely emanates from a place of fear and
insecurity.  We wonder what has become of this good world you created so
long ago and gave yourself completely to redeem from our wrongheadedness.

As we celebrate your coming once again, help us to reflect seriously
upon the meaning of your intervention in our lives.  Save us from speaking
sweetness and light out of one side of our mouths and spewing venom and
darkness out of the other side.  Remind us of how you loved your enemies,
prayed for those who abused you, and redeemed all of us who have mocked
your love.  May this finally be the time when we keep Christ in our hearts all
year long.

So often we ask for your help for those who are ill, for everyone who is
grieving, for those who are poor and struggling, for those who are rich and
unhappy, for all who live under the oppression of other people, for everyone
who struggles to be free of self-doubt.  We ask for these things again, O God,
and pray that we will find a way to help answer our needs for one another.

Visit us in this season, we pray, and kindly offer your grace once again;
through Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen.


