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Texts: Isaiah 7:10-16; Psalm 80:1-7, 17-19; Romans 1:1-7; and Matthew 
1:18-25

Isaiah 7:10-16
10Again the Lord spoke to Ahaz, saying, 11Ask a sign of the Lord your God; 

let it be deep as Sheol or high as heaven. 12But Ahaz said, I will not ask, and I will 
not put the Lord to the test. 

13Then Isaiah said: “Hear then, O house of David! Is it too little for you to 
weary mortals, that you weary my God also? 14Therefore the Lord himself will 
give you a sign. Look, the young woman is with child and shall bear a son, and 
shall name him Immanuel. 15He shall eat curds and honey by the time he knows 
how to refuse the evil and choose the good. 16For before the child knows how to 
refuse the evil and choose the good, the land before whose two kings you are in 
dread will be deserted.”

Matthew 1:18-25
18Now 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. 19Her husband Joseph, being a righ-
teous man and unwilling to expose her to public disgrace, planned to dismiss her 
quietly. 

20But 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. 21She will bear 
a son, and you are to name him Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins.”

22All this took place to fulfill what had been spoken by the Lord through 
the prophet: 23“Look, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and they shall 
name him Emmanuel,” which means, “God is with us.” 

24When Joseph awoke from sleep, he did as the angel of the Lord com-
manded him; he took her as his wife, 25but had no marital relations with her 
until she had borne a son; and he named him Jesus.



God Is with Us • December 22, 2013 • Rev. Thomas A. (Tommy) Williams • page 2

Dreams are a mysterious phenomenon. Things that don’t ordinarily go 
together are mixed together. They can be frightening, they can be thrilling, em-
barrassing, puzzling, and worrisome. If you are a young parent or a light sleep-
er or have a sleep disorder, you might not be getting enough sleep to dream at 
all. 

But then for almost any one there are day dreams, visions, hopes we 
might call them of what life could be like if only…and we fill in the blank. 

We don’t know which kind Joseph was having except that our story says 
it was while he was sleeping, at night time or a nap perhaps.

Joseph was surely dreaming of a life of marriage and family with Mary. 
Faithful, righteous, the scripture says he was. Who knows what he was dream-
ing of while approaching this marriage? Our scripture says he was afraid to 
take Mary now as his wife because she was pregnant. This dream from God in-
terrupts Joseph’s plans of distancing himself from Mary and returns him to his 
original plan for a life with her, albeit a very different one.

When thinking about dreams of another sort, I’m drawn again to the 50th 
anniversary we celebrated this year of the “I Have a Dream” speech. It was that 
clarion call delivered by Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr., calling the United States 
to fulfill its original dream, its original intent as a free nation for all.

I think of the so called “dreamers” of the proposed Dream Act for the 
children of undocumented immigrants who have been born in the United 
States, in college, serving in the military, etc. They are called “dreamers” be-
cause of their dream to be a permanent and legal United States resident or citi-
zen and achieve the “American dream,” whatever each imagines that to be. 

In their own way, these dreams have had consequences; they were inter-
ruptions in the current order of things. These dreams were and are dangerous 
ones for the people who have them, but more importantly those follow or sup-
port them. 

For Joseph, there was consequence to his doing as the dream command-
ed him to do. The consequences were unknown, even dangerous. He risked his 
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own reputation, that of Mary’s, even their very lives and the reputation of their 
families and community.

He could have ignored this dream, followed his instincts, not stirred 
things up, dismissed Mary quietly and been considered a righteous man for 
following the law. 

I don’t know what Joseph’s life was like leading up to this dream. Pre-
sumably it was an ordinary one, following the expected track of life, maybe not 
dramatic in any sense. I wondered what his dreams consisted of up to now. 

What do you dream about?
I have of course jumbled up dreams of fictitious animals, my family on 

wild adventures in foreign countries. I have this one recurring dream ever 
since I became a pastor: five minutes until worship is beginning and I am in 
blue jeans and a t-shirt and I have nothing to say. I’ve not prepared a sermon, 
and I’m not in a coat and tie. That would be OK in some churches but not in 
this one or any other I’ve served. 

As for day dreams and visions, I mostly dream about visions for this 
church, St. Paul’s, and how we might embrace our past and build on it for a 
faithful future. I dream and wonder about my own life as a follower of Jesus 
and whether anyone who knew me ten years ago would think of me as a bet-
ter, more faithful person today than I was then. 

I dream about how the United Methodist Church navigates the future 
with all its complexities and divisions and what comes of it. I dream about 
how the church and the nation might focus on the essential issues of impor-
tance in our day. I fear that we focus on issues that are not unimportant but 
are not about life and death, poverty and its dehumanizing effects, war and 
peace, orphans and widows, homelessness and the work of reconciliation be-
tween peoples, and a host of other concerns that are matters of survival. 

Less lofty but still important to me, I day dream about who the Texans 
coach, reactions to what I’ve bought people for Christmas. I dream about hav-
ing a cabin in the woods one day…some of our dreams are more pressing than 
others.



God Is with Us • December 22, 2013 • Rev. Thomas A. (Tommy) Williams • page 4

Your dreams are worth noting my friends, the silly ones, the trou-
blesome ones, the lofty ones.  

Scientists have been able to establish the presence of dreams in the 
sleep of every single human being. The movement of the eyelids and brain 
waves during sleep has uncovered the certainty that each one of us dreams 
an average of an hour and a half each night, that our inner worlds spin six or 
seven dreams every time we sink into our pillows. Whether we remember 
them or not, dreams are truth for us because they uncover the world of our 
unconscious self — the memories, feelings, needs that our mind rarely ac-
knowledges. Our dreams — waking dreams and sleeping dreams — these are, 
as one author said, “spiritual windows into our souls.”

Dreams are not an uncommon way in the scriptures, Old Testament for 
God to speak, through an angel or directly.

Seventy times in scripture in fact, God is experienced as very real and 
present through dreams — sleep dreams, day dreams, intuitive dreams, vision 
dreams. Seventy times in the Bible a word from God comes through a dream. 
Adam, Noah, Moses, Jacob, Joseph I, Isaiah, David, Daniel, Elizabeth, Paul, 
Ananias, John, and others — these very human, very frail people become the 
mouthpieces of God. 

How? By listening to and honoring their dreams. By moving beyond sim-
ply rational experiences to hear from God.

Dreams are mysterious, and their interpretation can certainly be mis-
used, but I am afraid that in our post-Enlightenment world, people of faith 
have given over the mystery of the divine experience generally. We are more 
likely to explain away or discount the mysterious that our ancestors might call 
mystical experiences of God. 

Before the Enlightenment period, the church universal, mistakenly 
viewed itself and was viewed by culture at large, as having all the answers. 
Divine intervention was the answer for every circumstance — wonderful and 
tragic. 
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 When the Enlightenment came along and much of that was rightly de-
bunked, many churches threw the proverbial baby out with the bath water. 
Now empiricism and rationality are the new gods, and if religion is to be re-
spected in the culture at large it must bow and or at least defer to every other 
discipline to explain the mysterious. 

The truth I believe is somewhere in the middle. Disciplines of all kinds, 
including theological, are to be mutually complimentary. Mystery and the di-
vine presence of God in life still finds its way in the human experience. Science 
and Religion are too often pitted as having a dichotomous relationship and not 
being mutually complimentary. 

Religion, and in our case, the Christian one never was to be the only in-
stitution or movement or source for answers, but neither is it on the outside 
or subservient to other disciplines.  

It has been forced then and rightly so, to understand its unique procla-
mation, its particular role in the culture. The presence of God is in all aspects 
of life and cannot be removed or segmented out as something peripheral. 

The unique word and message the church of Jesus Christ offers to 
the world, in all its mystery and wonder, is exactly what Joseph came to 
know, we learn, in a dream. The incarnation of God in Jesus, God coming 
in the flesh into the world God created and loves. This is the mystery, the 
divine story into which Joseph is being invited. This is the story into which 
you and I are being invited.

Through our dreams, through our relationships, through our encounters 
with others, we are being invited into a holy mystery.

As it did for Joseph, it carries risk. Risk that our love for the poor, the 
outcast, the forgotten, might be considered unwise by others.

Risk that a sacrificial way of life will be considered ill prudent. 
Risk in following this Jesus — you will value things that others do not 

and not value other things that others do. 
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Sören Kierkegaard once told a parable about two thieves who broke into 
a jewelry store, but instead of stealing the jewels they simply switched the 
price tags. They put high-priced tags on cheap jewelry and low-priced tags on 
valuable gems. For several weeks no one noticed. People bought cheap jewelry 
for exorbitant prices and rare jewels for spare change. The point is clear that 
we have a difficult time discerning what is valuable and what is cheap — and 
the story of God in Jesus Christ offers to us wisdom as to what should be val-
ued and what shouldn’t.

People of faith will say every child has value. People of faith say every 
life has value even if it’s on death row or the most vulnerable life there is.

 As for another example, this value for life flies in the face of governmen-
tal decisions and actions and policies that fly drones over Afghan deserts that 
inadvertently kill innocent children. Our nation takes a level of risk with other 
lives in ways we would never tolerate with our own children. Innocents are 
killed on every side of war, and conflict breaks the heart of God. It is the incar-
nate God, in the flesh, that feels that pain and values every life.

Obeying this call, this dream, this life with God might be dangerous. It 
might cause us to care about things that we would just as soon leave alone. It 
would cause us to believe that God really did come in the flesh. That God si-
multaneously came through the royal lineage of David but then surprised us 
in coming to an unwed teenage mother and an unsuspecting young man like 
Joseph.

There was risk for Joseph not to obey, too, and there is for us. And it 
is a life devoid of any rootedness and purpose. A life devoid of call and holy 
vocation.

A life going through some motions when one day you wake up and the 
life you have lived is not the one you could have. 

The joy comes when you realize there is greater risk in playing it safe 
than there is taking the plunge.
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Joseph took the plunge. He risked it knowing he could die the next day 
and take the family with him…or, he could be a part of the greatest story ever 
told. 

I don’t know what your participation in this grand and mysterious di-
vine Christmas story will be like. What I do think is that it will involve incarna-
tions, God in the flesh in some way.

I was inspired by a group of women in a former church. They were to-
gether a part of a Disciple Bible study group in that small town. That day in 
town, a new Mexican restaurant opened. The owner had saved his money and 
built up to this grand opening when a kitchen fire broke out engulfing enough 
of the kitchen, slightly injuring him such that the restaurant had to be closed 
down for a while.

This Disciple Bible study group got wind of it. And in that study that 
night there hearts turned to what they could do. They did what any of us 
would do, the opened their wallets and poured out a generous offering of 
money to give to the owner of that restaurant. But what followed was incarna-
tional ministry at its best. They began to brainstorm. They admitted that their 
offering was easy, they of course did that but surely they could put their hands 
to work. These women decided that if needed, they could bus tables, they 
could be hosts, the could extend their hands and move their feet, essentially, 
they could offer themselves as God in the flesh to this discouraged and hurting 
owner who had started the day with the dream of this restaurant opening and 
ended it this way. 

When they called with their ideas, the joy I had was simple and profound, 
I offered a yes and an Amen to their efforts and praised God in my heart for the 
body of Christ at work in the world. Sounds like incarnational ministry to me.

The apostle Paul twice turned to the metaphor of a human body when 
describing the church, equipped with many different parts, that working to-
gether could live out the life of its risen Lord, the head of the body, in a broken 
world.
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Something of what you are being called toward, what we as the church 
of Jesus is being called toward, is responding to holy callings, worthy dreams 
that need following, and trusting in a God who comes to us in the flesh in un-
expected and surprising ways.

Like Joseph, we risk more by not following that God. By following the in-
carnate God, a real and abundant and joy-filled life is gained.

In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. Amen.


