
Dreams and annunciations  
 

Now the birth of Jesus the Messiah took place in this way. When his mother Mary had been engaged 

to Joseph, but before they lived together, she was found to be with child from the Holy Spirit. Her 

husband Joseph, being a righteous man and unwilling to expose her to public disgrace, planned to 

dismiss her quietly. But just when he had resolved to do this, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a 

dream and said, “Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary as your wife, for the child 

conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. She will bear a son, and you are to name him Jesus, for he will 

save his people from their sins.” All this took place to fulfill what had been spoken by the Lord through 

the prophet: 

“Look, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and they shall name him Emmanuel,” 

     which means, “God is with us.”  

When Joseph awoke from sleep, he did as the angel of the Lord commanded him; he took her as his 

wife, but had no marital relations with her until she had borne a son; and he named him Jesus. 

          Matthew 1: 18-25  

 

 Have you ever noticed that of all the characters in the Christmas story, both from 

Matthew and from Luke, Joseph is the only one without spoken lines.  Angels sing and speak.  

Sometimes they sneak up on unsuspecting people going about their business and shout, “Hey!  

Don’t be afraid!”  Mary has some of the best lines in the whole Bible, including that beautiful 

aria, the Magnificat, which has inspired so much heart-lifting, heart-rending music.  In the 
portions of Luke’s gospel that we rarely read, Zechariah and Elizabeth, the parents of Jesus’s 

cousin John, have powerful speeches.  The Magi have lines, King Herod has some scary lines, 

even the shepherds, who can’t remember anything, have lines.  But Joseph, one of the key 

players in this story, never says a word. 

 I remember Sister Arvonne, from a Garrison Keillor story, who tried to add a few lines 

for Joseph in the Christmas pageant.  Lines like, “Here Mary, you lie down and I’ll take care of 

the swaddling clothes.” Or, my favorite, when she has Joseph ask Mary, “Is it a boy or a girl?” 

 Joseph may not have spoken lines, but what we may often forget is that the annunciation 

came not only to Mary—annunciation came to Joseph as well.  A word about the very salvation 

of the world came to an ordinary woodworker, going about his business; a man just trying to 

do the right thing by his pregnant fiancée in a backwater village in Galilee, far away from the 

centers of power and wealth in Rome and Persia. 

And it came to him in the form of a dream.   

Joseph may not have any lines, but he gets some powerful dreams.  In later parts of this 

story, he is told in a dream that Herod is out to get the child, and that their best hope for 

survival is to become refugees in a foreign land, in Egypt of all places, where their ancestors 

were delivered from danger many generations earlier.  And then, the last we hear of Joseph in 

the New Testament comes when, in a dream, he hears that Herod has died and that it was safe 

to return to their home in Nazareth.   

So, what are you dreaming of this Christmas?  Do you dream about a better job?  A 

vacation in the Bahamas?  Victory for your political candidate, defeat of your opponents?   

Do you know the movie “A Christmas Story”?  Not that Christmas story, this is the one 

about Ralph Parker, a nine-year old boy who lives in Indiana, and who dreams of getting a Red 

Ryder BB gun for Christmas.  He dreams about how it will change his life and keep his family 



safe from creeping marauders.  And in the closing lines of the movie, after he has successfully 

scored a Red Ryder BB gun, he lies in bed dreaming of “pranging ducks on the wing and getting 

off spectacular hip shots.”  His dream has come true and he says it is “the greatest Christmas 

gift I had ever received, or would ever receive.” 

When we dream in this sense, aren’t we, for the most part, just projecting our own 

selfish wants and petty desires?  But in the biblical world, dreams are not just fantasies or 

wishes.  Most often, dreams are the acknowledgement of a future that holds an infinite variety 

of possibilities, a future that may represent a radical departure from the present and past, a 

future that may take us where we would not have imagined, and where we could not have gone 

on our own.  Dreams open up a vision of the world beyond the limitations of our own vision. 

Kevin Kling is a story-teller, author, and playwright, and not only one of the funniest 

people you’ll ever meet, he is also one of the most hopeful, joyful, and inspiring.  He was born 

with a left arm that was not fully formed and only has partial use.  Then, as an adult, he was in a 

near-fatal motorcycle accident that left his right arm completely paralyzed.  And he remembers 

a time years after the accident when he was dealing with a return of some post-traumatic stress 

that was causing sleeplessness and anger issues that he couldn’t control.  So during a visit to his 

therapist, she asked him to tell the story of his accident, which he has done countless times, 

even in his public speaking.  But she asked him to tell it again, only this time he misses the car 

that pulled out in front of him at the corner of Lake and Lyndale in Minneapolis, and he 

continues on to wherever it was he was going. 

And he says that telling his story in this way was like a dream.  It didn’t change the past; 

his right arm still hangs limply by his side, he still struggles just to complete the basic tasks of 

getting through daily life, tasks that we take for granted.  But he said he began sleeping better 

and his anger slowly dissipated.  It wasn’t his physical body that was altered by this dream, it 

was his vision of the world and his place in it.  Now even with his disabilities, he continues the 

journey he was on before his accident, telling stories about the art of losing and finding, about 

being broken and being healed, about finding blessing in the most inexplicable places.  Kevin has 

also developed an admiration of dachshunds, which he calls wiener dogs.  He says they 

represent a supreme example of a can-do attitude in a can’t-do body.  He also works with 

theater groups around the world, made up of people with various kinds of disabilities, and he 

helps them dream in ways that opens up new futures. 

Matthew’s story of Joseph is the story of a man who acted with righteousness.  And his 

righteousness did not take a conventional track; he acted with a compassionate righteousness.  

He could have abandoned Mary, either publicly or quietly, and no one would have thought less 

of him.  It would have been business as usual.  But then he has this dream, and in it a messenger 

from God tells Joseph to not be afraid to take a different course of action. 

As it turns out, this is the story of an ordinary person who was willing to listen to and 

follow something that was not just business as usual.  Joseph staked not only his own future, but 

the future of the world, on a dream.  Most of all, he shows us a person who is willing to be 

open to the ways of God that break into our settled world and into the way thing always have 

been. 

 Even more than insisting on belief in fixed doctrines, what we are called to be as a 

church is a community that gives witness, visible and concrete witness to this God who comes 

to us like an unexpected dream, and gives us a vision so that we see the world and everyone in 



it in a completely new light.  We are called to live out the dream of this tenacious God who, for 

reasons we cannot fully understand, has resolved to not give up on any of us, and who has set 

out to overcome whatever obstacles that we or the rest of the world can throw in the way in 

order to bring us back to wholeness and reconciliation and to recover God’s original intention 

for creation.   

 We are called to tell others that no one is exempt from this dream, that even a humble 

woodworker in Galilee was enlisted as a partner in this odd enterprise, and so are we.  In spite 

of all our flaws and weaknesses and hesitations and timidity, that’s the main reason God has put 

us here in this place.  To make known to others that there is an alternative way of being.  We 

are called to dream a little dream, and to imagine that there is a better way to live.  

 Anymore it seems we are perpetually subjected to the claims and promises of people 

who desire your vote; and more often than not, for better or for worse, these candidates for 

high office come from a world of wealth and privilege.  But Joseph’s story is a stark reminder of 

how God’s own dream of salvation for the world came to a poor, powerless, marginal figure, 

who even gets marginalized in the Christmas story. 

 What would it be like if, while listening to speeches and ads and news briefs of 
politicians, we also listened to the dreams of those who do not get media attention, or get 

media attention only when some disaster strikes their communities, or when their frustration 

over injustice boils over to the point that they act out in violence? 

 We should certainly listen carefully to our political candidates, as they share their hopes 

and dreams for our nation.  But I wonder—what if we were to seek out and listen as attentively 

to the dreams of those in our community who are the least powerful, and whose dreams often 

upset the status quo?  What if we valued their dreams for decent housing, adequate health care, 

good education, fair wages for their labor, for the basic dignities of human equality; what if we 

were to listen to those who have been denied dignity for so long—what difference would that 

make in our world? 

 One of the greatest gifts we could give to those who have been left out, those who are 

powerless, those who do not have advocates or lobbyists looking out for their interests, 

perhaps the best gift we could give them is not just some canned goods and cast-off clothing, 

maybe the best gift we can give anyone is to believe in their dreams.  To believe in their dreams 

for a decent life, for equal rights, for basic human dignity, and for peace.  Because this is what 

God dreams of when God dreams of the salvation of the world. 

 Let us pray: 

 Wake us from our sleep.   

 Bring us into Christmas wakefulness and alertness, so that we may dream;  

 so that we may be caught up in your great, holy dream for this world.  Amen. 
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