Advent Companions: This Isn’t What We Planned
Matthew 1:18-25


A few years ago, the musician Bob Dylan was asked about his plans. “I’m looking forward to some dreams,” he said.


The somewhat confused interviewer replied, “Excuse me?”


Dylan explained: “It says right there in the Bible, ‘Your young men and women will see visions, and your older men and women will dream dreams.’ I’m ready for my dreams.”


Had I been sitting in on that interview, I’d have wanted to ask the music icon if he had any idea what those dreams might include.


It’s one thing to talk about dreams as those things we hope to do at some point in the future. In that context, dreams are sort of plans taken to another level. Since we play a role in shaping that kind of dream, we can control the degree of the unknown and limit the amount of mystery.


But the dreams mentioned in the Bible—including the verse Dylan quoted—have a different quality. Those dreams originate from a source beyond ourselves. At their core is a mystery that points us toward the unknown. They reveal a plan that often counters the plans we’ve made for ourselves. It’s this kind of dream that comes to Joseph in the reading we heard from Matthew’s gospel.


Matthew frames the story of Jesus’ birth in a unique way. While the Christmas pageants that often shape the way we imagine the nativity story usually place Joseph off to the side—a voiceless character standing in the shadows—Matthew shines a light directly on him.


Joseph seems like unlikely central character in the unfolding of such a story. He’s a working guy with a respectable but humble job. He’s a good man—Matthew even calls him “righteous.” He’s from a nowhere part of the world and really doesn’t have anything except his trade and a family background that links him to a long-ago king. He’s an insignificant member of a royal dynasty that had been trounced by a number of empires before the Romans.


Joseph does have one more thing—a fiancée. At that time, being engaged—or betrothed—meant having a legally binding contract that would require a divorce to break. An engaged woman whose fiancé died was considered a widow. A man whose betrothed wife became pregnant could be stoned for jumping the gun. And, of course, the woman also could be stoned—as could the third-party man who might be involved. As one writer notes: “Hebrew society did not wink and nod at breaking these rules of behavior. Reputations and how you lived or died rested on this.”


So while Joseph has a fiancée, he also has a devastating and potentially tragic situation on his hands. He’s engaged to a young woman who’s pregnant—and not with his biological child.


In mapping out the plans for his life, Joseph probably never dreamed this would happen to him. But now that his dreams for a new life and a new family have been shattered, he has to come up with a new plan.


Legally Joseph had every right to humiliate Mary, to force her to accept the blame for the situation. But because of the kind of man he is, Joseph decides to divorce Mary quietly. While they won’t be able to live out the dream he’d had for their lives, at least this plan will allow Mary to avoid public disgrace.


But before Joseph is able to put this new plan into action, he has a dream. And this time it’s the kind of dream that falls into the second category—one filled with mystery and the unknown. In the dream an angel invites Joseph to set his own plans aside and enter into a divine plan for his life. The angel invites Joseph to put his broken dreams behind him and share in God’s dream for the world.


Joseph lived in a different time and a different culture. The situation he faced may feel foreign to us. But perhaps there’s something about dealing with plans gone off track or dreams broken into pieces that feels all too familiar.


How many of us haven’t had life not go as we planned? How many of us haven’t had our dreams broken? How many of us haven’t faced situations that felt out of control?


So maybe during these final days of Advent we long for an invitation similar to the one Joseph received. An invitation that would enable us to replace our broken dreams with a new dream.


But as much as we might long for such an invitation, are we willing to put aside our own plans to accept it? Are we willing to enter into the unknown that comes with this new kind of dream? A kind of dream that we don’t craft or control—but in which we might find the meaning and mystery that are missing in our lives.


When we think of dreamers what comes to mind? I tend to imagine poets, painters, musicians such as Bob Dylan, social activists, even some preachers. But rarely would I have thought of scientists—that is, until I stumbled across the work of Alan Lightman.


Lightman is an astrophysicist who teaches at MIT. He’s the author of a collection of essays titled A Sense of the Mysterious in which he explores the wonder and passion and, yes, mystery that connect science and the human spirit.


Lightman also is a novelist, whose work includes Einstein’s Dreams. In this creatively beautiful novel, Lightman imagines thirty dreams experienced by a young Einstein during the time he was working on his theory of relativity. Each dream is told like a little fable about a place where time behaves differently. Lightman imagines the unknown, mysterious nature of these dream worlds as inspiring Einstein’s waking work.


Several years ago, Lightman wrote about what inspires his own work. In that essay he shares the following:


I believe in the power of the unknown. I believe that a sense of the unknown propels us in all of our creative activities, from science to art.


When I was a child, after bedtime I would often get out of my bed in my pajamas, go to the window and stare at the stars. I had so many questions. How far away were those tiny points of light? Did space go on forever and ever, or was there some end to space, some giant edge? And if so, what lay beyond the edge?


Another of my childhood questions: Did time go on forever? I looked at pictures of my parents and grandparents and tried to imagine their parents, and so on, back through the generations, back and back through time. Looking out of my bedroom window into the vastness of space, time seemed to stretch forward and backward without end, engulfing me, engulfing my parents and great-grandparents, the entire history of earth. Does time go on forever? Or is there some beginning of time? And if so, what came before?


When I grew up, I became a professional astrophysicist. Although I never answered any of these questions, they continued to challenge me, to haunt me, to drive me in my scientific research, to cause me to live on tuna fish and no sleep for days at a time while I was obsessed with a science problem. These same questions, and questions like them, challenge and haunt the leading scientists of today.


Einstein once wrote that “the most beautiful experience we can have is the mysterious. It is the fundamental emotion which stands at the cradle of true art and true science.” What did Einstein mean by “the mysterious?” I don’t think he meant that science is full of unpredictable or unknowable or supernatural forces. I think that he meant a sense of awe, a sense that there are things larger than us, that we do not have all the answers at this moment. A sense that we can stand right at the boundary between known and unknown and gaze into that cavern and be exhilarated rather than frightened.


Scientists are happy, of course, when they find answers to questions. But scientists are also happy when they become stuck, when they discover interesting questions that they cannot answer. Because that is when their imaginations and creativity are set on fire. That is when the greatest progress occurs.


One of the Holy Grails in physics is to find the so-called “theory of everything,” the final theory that will encompass all the fundamental laws of nature. I, for one, hope that we never find that final theory. I hope that there are always things that we don’t know—about the physical world as well as about ourselves. I believe in the creative power of the unknown. I believe in the exhilaration of standing at the boundary between the known and the unknown. . . .


As we anticipate once again what it means for God to break into our world, we too stand at the boundary between the known and the unknown. God invites us to step toward the unknown. To set down our carefully crafted plans and self-created dreams so that we may embrace a new dream. A dream full of mystery but also full of promise—for our lives and for the life of our world. How we respond to that invitation is up to each of us as we complete our Advent journey. Amen.
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�Alan Lightman, “The Power of Mysteries,” This I Believe, independently produced for National Public Radio by Jay Allison and Dan Gediman with John Gregory and Viki Merrick, January 2, 2006.
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