
God’s Dream

Genesis 37:1-4, 12-28; Psalm 105:1-6, 16-22, 45b; Romans 10:5-15; Matthew 14:22-33

Over the past 5 weeks I enjoyed hearing Jordan’s & Laura’s reflections on the stories of

the Bible we learned as children and how they have taken on new meaning as they have grown in

their faith and understanding of God. Since the lectionary this month continues with the well known

stories of Joseph, and later of Moses, I thought I would like to continue reflecting on some of the

biblical stories that most of us grew up with and attempt to discern their meaning and value for God’s

people today. So let us begin with the story of Joseph and his brothers.

At many levels I can relate to the first of these stories of the strained relationship of Joseph

and his brothers. I grew up in a family of six brothers and, like Joseph, with one sister (at least in the

case of Joseph only one who made it into the narrative, Dinah.) I know all about the jealousies that

can arise in large families even if my family was half the size of Joseph’s. One major difference

between my story and his was that we all had the same mother and father unlike Joseph’s blended

family which adds a whole new dynamic to the story.

I grew up during the post war period of the mid 50's and 60's where it was not uncommon to

get “pounded on” occasionally by my older brothers when conflicts arose. I can remember how much

I hated having to put up with dragging my younger brother along with me every time I left the house.

If I didn’t he would whine to my parents that he was bored and had nothing to do. And I can also

relate to their feelings of jealousy when Joseph, the second youngest of the 12 brothers, gets a fancy

coat. The gift separates him out from his brothers and appoints him “Daddy’s boy,” the favourite.

Then to add insult to injury, he tells them about a dream of their bundles of grain bowing down to

him, implying that some day he would be master over them. The narrator puts it bluntly saying: “They

hated him even more because of his dream and his words (Gn 37:9).” But does Joseph stop there?
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No. He has another dream and now the sun, the moon and eleven stars were bowing down to him

symbolizing, not just his brothers bowing down but his father and mother as well! You can surely

understand that the brothers were now even angrier that this little weasel of a brother is thinking he

was so much better than the rest of them.

One day Jacob sends Joseph out to find his brothers, who were shepherding their flocks in the

hills near Shecem. He was to bring back a “report” to Jacob on how they were doing. Not only did he

think that he was better than them, now he is in a position of being able to rat them out to their father

on any failings they might have. That was the last straw for the brothers! When they saw him coming,

the “dreamer,” they decided to finish him off for good, but the oldest brother, Reuben turns them from

their plan suggesting that they throw him into a pit instead. When a caravan appears, travelling to

Egypt they sell him off to the Ishmaelites (the descendants of their great uncle) and then come up

with a story that he was killed by wild animals and as proof present the torn fancy coat, soaked in

goat’s blood, to their father Jacob. When they tell him the story, Jacob is heart broken over the loss

of his son.

That’s where the story ends this week. A somewhat gruesome tale of jealousy, wrong doing

and hatred. A puzzling story to be found in the sacred texts of the church. No where is God

mentioned. There are no prayers for deliverance. No redeeming qualities revealed. No hope as the

main character is overwhelmed by the forces of the world and sent into exile in a foreign country.

Walter Wink in Interpretation Commentary says that the theme of the whole narrative is set in

this story. The battle is between the dream and the “Killers of the Dream.” At the conclusion of

today’s passage it seems that the dream is finished. The father believes that the dreamer is dead.

The brothers think that the threat of the dream has been removed. Though God is not mentioned

specifically in the story, God really is the main character in the story. God is the dream upon which
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everything else depends. Without the dream there would be no Joseph and thus no story. From the

brother’s point of view without the dream there would be no trouble or conflict. For Jacob, without the

dream there would be no grief or loss. But the narrative ends in grief. The hate of the brothers has

triumphed over the profound love of the father. The scene is a ritual of death, despair, and 

hopelessness. Israel lives in that space where dreaming causes grief. He goes through the motions.

His children play their roles, keeping a proper public face, all the while knowing it is a facade. But

how are people to be comforted when the precious child is no more? How do people cope? How do

they endure in promise?

Is this a story about a boy lost to a family? Perhaps. But maybe in the sense of the larger

narrative, we are also grieving the loss of Israel from history. Tradition has taken this scene of grief

and made it the main metaphor for the death of the nation of Israel at the fall of Jerusalem and the

period of the exile. Israel is without a comforter. But then a voice arises from an answering poet, the

prophet Isaiah with a new speech, “Comfort, comfort my people.” (Isaiah 40:8). But it does not come

immediately, Israel must wait. Comfort is slow and paced.

The story of this family is about mourning and comfort. Comfort will be given. (Blessed are

those who mourn for they will be comforted. Mt. 5:4) But the mourning is deep and long. The loss is

rea. The dream can disappear. It is fragile and precarious.

The story leaves us waiting for the words we know will come, but for Israel, only slowly:

“As one whom his mother comforts, so I will comfort you; You shall be comforted in Jerusalem.

You shall see, and your heart shall rejoice; you bones shall flourish like the grass (Is 66:13-14). 

While we are dealing with the story of one father and his grief this story can’t be heard without

hearing in it the deep grief of Israel at exile, at holocaust, at every coming of death to damage the

dream. As hearers of the story we are permitted to face the power of uncomforted grief in any time.
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We are all children of grief- if not that of death, then of empty failure of dreams dreamed but unlived.

All kinds of tomorrows are crushed for the sake of tough, ruthless todays. 

In spite of the father’s tears, we leave knowing Joseph is not free but he is also not dead. He

is on his way to Egypt where the child of hope will confront the powers of empire so we know there is

a chance the promise may still be fulfilled.

It is a good story to remember in the midst of a pandemic when the world as we have known it

has been turned upside down. A world where fear and disease threaten to overcome the power of

hope, to kill the dream

It should cause us to wonder, “What dream is still dreamed over us? What great dream does

God have for us in the midst of the trial of this pandemic? What promise is guarded by God on our

behalf for the future? Like Joseph, we sometimes dream. We have people like Martin Luther King

who once began a famous speech with the words, “I have a dream.” Sometimes we are like the

brothers and we deny the dream. And sometimes we are like Jacob trying to hold on to the “thing,”

the blood soaked robe as the last tangible evidence of the loss of the dream. But the story shows us

the dream does not depend on the father or the brothers or even on Joseph. It is at work on its own,

even when we can’t see it. Amazingly, even as Joseph sets out for Egypt as a slave, God has not

abandoned the dream. God has not abandoned the dream for us either. Thanks be to God. Amen.
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