From Covenant to Covenant: A Dream Reborn
John 20:1-18

Have you ever had an idea that so captures your imagination that you find yourself thinking about it at odd moments during the day? An idea that’s sort of like that song you can’t keep from playing over and over in your head?


During the past month or so the idea that’s been bouncing around in my mind deals with how illusions differ from dreams. As I’ve read articles about our nation’s economic woes, I’ve wondered whether what we call the American dream has morphed into an illusion in which bigger and better and newer has replaced simply having enough. As I’ve thought about the dreams mentioned throughout scripture, I’ve puzzled about whether we’ve allowed our expectations to transform those dreams into illusions that have more to do with our desires than God’s. The idea’s been so much on my mind that I’ve found myself bringing it up in conversations with friends and even once with a total stranger.


So where has all this thinking led? Well, I’ve come up with a few possible differences between dreams and illusions. Dreams seem fluid and able to transform, while illusions feel fixed and rigid. There’s an active quality to dreams, while illusions are more passive. We receive dreams, but we create illusions. Dreams call for our imagination, while illusions require nothing other than the expected. Disillusionment—or letting go of illusions—is usually healthy despite the pain that may go along with the process. But dreams—even when they seem to die—can be reborn.

Thanks to Parker Palmer, I think I’ve discovered one more way in which dreams differ from illusions. Palmer is founder of the Center for Courage and Renewal. Bill Moyers describes this educator and author as “a man whose lifelong mission has been to negotiate the difficult realities of life with the help of faith and spirit.”

Recently Palmer wrote about what he calls the “tragic gap.” He describes it as “a gap between the way things are and the way we know they might be.” He argues that it’s a gap that’s never been and never will be closed. Instead, it’s a gap in which we must learn to stand—faithfully holding “the tension between the reality of the moment and the possibility that something better might emerge.”


Palmer calls this gap “tragic,” not because it’s sad—which it may be—“but more fundamentally because it’s an inevitable part of the human condition.”


He explains that it’s “tragic in the sense that the Greeks talked about it. Tragic in the sense that Shakespeare talked about it. The tragic gap is the gap between what’s really going on around us, the hard conditions in which our lives are currently immersed, and what we know to be possible from our own experience.


“We don’t see it every day. We may not see it very often. But we know it’s a possibility among real people and real space and time.”


Palmer contends that the “the pursuit of happiness is the pursuit of reality because illusion never leaves us ultimately happy.” He believes there exists an opportunity right now for us to get real—to stand in the tragic gap.


If, however, we don’t learn to stand there, to hold the tension between what is and what we know to be possible, Palmer believes we will flip too far to one side or the other.


Flip out into too much reality, he says, and you get what he calls “corrosive cynicism.” “Corrosive cynicism is, ‘Oh, I see how the world is made. It’s dog eat dog. It’s whoever gets the biggest piece of the pie gets the biggest piece of the pie. So I’m going to take my share and run and let the devil take the hindmost.’”

But, he adds, “Flip out into too much possibility, and you get irrelevant idealism—which sounds very different from corrosive cynicism, but both have the same function in our lives. Both take us out of the action. Both keep us out of the fray.


“Irrelevant idealism that’s not held in tension with what’s really going on on the ground eventually just disappoints because nothing changes. Because if you don’t have a capacity to hold the tension in your heart between reality and possibility then you’re just going to give up eventually.”

Palmer doesn’t think it’s an accident that we talk about the Great Depression and the current possibility of another economic depression. He sees a connection between those situations and the psychological depression people suffer.

“There’s a lot of darkness out there,” he notes. “And there’s a lot of lossness. And there’s a lot of people feeling that their lives are over. We need to learn to be present to one another in listening ways, in compassionate ways. Do we need to be doing outside work that has to do with repairing a broken economic system and a political system that’s in disrepair? Absolutely we do.


“But we need to be drawing for that on an inner wisdom that isn’t there when it’s only fake science that’s driving our reconstruction efforts, when it’s only an illusion of rationality or an illusion of affluence. We need to penetrate those illusion bubbles.”


Palmer agrees with Thoreau, who said that reality is fabulous. He adds that reality is “a lot more fabulous than illusion because reality won’t let you down. It is what it is. And we have to learn to deal with it. Because when you’re standing on the ground of your own reality, your society’s reality, you can fall down, as we do and we will continue to do, and simply get up and dust yourself off. You aren’t falling from 100 feet in the air where you’re likely to kill yourself.”

If you’re still with me at this point in the sermon, you may be thinking, “Well, all of this is sort of interesting, but what in the world does it have to do with Easter? What in the world do the differences between dreams and illusions and the tension between reality and possibility have to do with Easter?”

Well, I believe they have everything to do with Easter. Because when you come right down to it, the disciples on that first Easter had to make the same choices we’ve been talking about this morning.

They had to decide whether they were going to hold onto the illusions they had about who Jesus was, what type of power he had, what his promises meant, and what his purpose for them was. They had to decide whether they were going to hold onto those illusions—even though seemingly shattered by Jesus death. Or would they decide to release those illusions to make room for a dream to be reborn in their hearts?


And that dream wouldn’t be mere fantasy. It would be reborn in the gap between the reality in which they found themselves and the possibility that something better might emerge. It would be a gift that would enable them to move from the darkness of those early morning hours of grief and despair into the light of a new day of possibility and hope.

And those are still the choices I believe we face today. After all, we’re probably not all that different from the characters in John’s account of the first Easter. We too may feel we begin in the darkness—confused, disappointed, heartbroken. What we expected to bring us security or happiness has slipped from our grasp. We’re left empty handed—or, worse, still trying to clutch at what’s already gone.


We can choose to sink into a cynicism that will corrode our spirits and stop us in our spiritual tracks. Or we can opt for an idealism that leaves us disconnected from anything that provides real meaning or purpose or compels us to move forward.


 But the good news of Easter is that we have another choice. We can face the reality around us—whether it’s the loss of a job, the break-up of a marriage, the death of someone we love—and despite the pain and disappointment, we can believe that God holds out the possibility of a better future. A future that—like John’s portrayal of the first Easter—doesn’t so much burst onto the scene but creeps in from the darkness and confusion, from the death and the sadness. A future based on the reality of God’s love. A future that emerges from the dream that’s reborn within our hearts.


I’m not sure there’s any television series that does a better job of exploring the differences between dreams and illusions or maintaining the tension between reality and possibility than Friday Night Lights. One of the most moving examples of this came near the end of this series’ current season.

Tyra Collete has had a tough life. She’s a beautiful girl who until about two years ago thought that her looks were her only ticket to something more. Her well-meaning mother has never given her daughter hope she could accomplish more. And her sister, an exotic dancer, represents everything Tyra doesn’t want out of life.


But other people have come into Tyra’s life. And because they believe in her, she begins to believe in herself.


But the reality is that Tyra’s past mistakes—skipping class, refusing to study—will make acceptance into college a long shot. Tyra, however, is determined to make it happen despite the odds.


Everything seems to ride on her college admission essay. After numerous failed attempts, her best friend Landry urges her to dig deeper and speak from her heart.


Here’s what Tyra writes:

Two years ago, I was afraid of wanting anything. I figured wanting would lead to trying and trying would lead to failure. But now I find I can’t stop wanting.


I want to fly somewhere in first class.


I want to travel to Europe on a business trip.


I want to get invited to the White House.


I want to learn about the world.


I want to surprise myself.


I want to be important.


I want to be the best person I can be.


I want to define myself instead of having others define me.


I want to win, and have people be happy for me.

I want to lose and get over it.


I want to not be afraid of the unknown.


I want to grow up to be generous and big hearted, the way that people have been with me.


I want an interesting and surprising life.

 
It’s not that I think I’m going to get all these things. I just want the possibility of getting them.

College represents possibility. The possibility that things are going to change. I can’t wait.


It’s the very essence of a dream reborn from the space between reality and possibility. A dream of a future shaped by change and filled with new beginnings. A dream reborn on that first Easter and available to us today. Amen.
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