‘Show us your dreams and visions’
by Silvia Purdie
Readings: Genesis 40, Acts 2: 14-21

I’ve never preached on dreams before so this should be fun! 

But before I get started I need to ask you about your dreams. Please pick up your chair, turn it around and talk to someone in front or behind you – preferably not the person you came with.

So – what do you dream about? Do you remember your dreams? Do you sometimes have the same dream over or continuing from previous one?

…

OK, firstly, let’s clarify what happens when we are asleep. 

Normally when we fall asleep we go into a deep sleep for a couple of hours. Then something most peculiar happens – our brains bizarrely completely wake up, but our bodies become even more deeply relaxed, almost paralysed in fact. We go into what is called REM rapid eye movement sleep – the only muscles in your body that move are the eye muscles, because they are hard-wired into your brain and your eye actually whizzes around imagining that it is seeing all sorts of things that simply are not there! In this active dream state your brain is fully alive – it just is not getting any input from the outside world.

So what on earth is it doing?? What are our brains up to in the middle of the night?
Sleep and dreaming has been the subject of quite a lot of research in recent decades, as people have tried to answer this question. 

They’ve discovered that REM sleep lasts for about an hour and a half, then we go into a quieter non-REM sleep. We still dream in that state as well, but those dreams tend to be less emotional than REM dreams, and so less memorable when we wake up. During a full night’s sleep you might have 2 or 3 phases of each.
They have discovered which part of the brain is most active when you dream, which is the Parietal Lobe which is the mixing centre for our senses … which explains why our dreams are so vivid. The brain is not simply remembering what it has experienced during the day before but it is actually creating new experiences, triggered by our daily lives but forming together imagined sounds and sights and smells and touch. 

Researchers have discovered that dreaming is a vital part of how we learn. When you learn a new skill one day you actual get better at it the next day, after you have dreamed about it. Somehow the process of dreaming integrates our new experiences into our older memories. We have that saying don’t we – ‘Sleep on it’ – it really is correct, according to the science. Sleep, dreaming, helps us to learn and helps us come to problems fresh, more creatively.

This is also because dreaming is non-rational thinking. Along with our muscles we switch off our conscious minds, we leave behind the laws of nature, and enter a strange fluid space in which anything is possible. 

Dreams speak the language of symbolism. The events, people and things that you create while you sleep are all part of your unconscious mind, and all meaningful in some way to you. The problem is, those meanings aren’t the same as how our waking minds deal with reality. Every culture through history has tried to understand the symbols of our dreaming, and if you go on the internet you can find hundreds of websites that will try to interpret your dreams for you. 

Which gets us back to Joseph, stuck in prison, hearing these dreams from these fellow prisoners of his … the steward with his dream of the grape vine with three branches, and watching the buds, the flowers, the grapes grow and ripen and squeezing the grapes into the Pharoah’s cup and handing it to him

… then secondly the baker with his baskets filled with bread stacked three high on his head, but instead of presenting it to Pharoah the birds came and pecked the bread till it was all gone
The symbols in these dreams are clearly things from the men’s own life experience … objects they were very familiar with. 

That’s the case for most of us, yes? 

Back in the days when I caught trains and planes often I used to dream about missing them and would wake up very relieved that whew, I hadn’t missed the darn thing after all, plenty of time!

But symbolic language is also in part a universal language … some symbols can be interpreted by others – as in Joseph’s case he interpreted the numbers in the dreams as referring to units of time – 3 days each for the servants and 7 years each for the Pharoah. I personally haven’t experienced anything so specific, and I would suggest perhaps that those were words of knowledge given by Joseph into those particular situations, not principles applicable to you and I necessarily.

The interesting question for me is – what sense do we make of the symbols in our dreams. And I do think that you are the best person to take guesses at this for yourself. I wonder if it is actually easier than we think it is. 
What does something remind you of? As you describe an image in your dream what adjectives do you use? What in your life would you use those adjectives for? This is no 1-to-1 matching with right or wrong answers, but more about hunches. When I dream of rivers and water flowing my hunch is that this represents God in some way. 
Take a moment now to talk to the person next to you about one picture from a dream that you remember – describe it. Do you have any possible guesses as to what it might be about for you?
Our dreams can point forward into the future. Most of our dreaming is our brains tidying up, taking out the trash, reorganizing our memories. But some of it points forward rather than past … that the dreams that Joseph interprets clearly did this. For me, I recognize this when I feel desire in a dream, either sexual or that sense of seeking something, trying to get somewhere or find something. Lately I seem to be having a string of dreams in which I really want to find a boat, and when I find it it is run-down and needs work and it doesn’t have all the parts to run yet. … what do you think? Could this be an expression of something in myself that is not yet come to fruition? What is it that I want in life? What does God want for me or from me? I’m sure God’s in it somewhere, as the point of the boat is to sail away over the water. I’m sure God’s telling me something in this, stirring up part of me to seek him more.
So for Pharoah’s servant, his desire and his destiny is expressed in that image of waiting for the grapes to ripen, of squeezing them into the cup and taking it to Pharoah … and God is in that sense of blessing and hope and calling.

Ah, but dreams can also be filled with fear. The baker’s dream starts out with great promise, not 1 but 3 baskets full of delicious bread, balanced skillfully on his head … but then he comes under attack. Birds flock, and peck and peck, until his baking is all gone, and the premonition of his own personal doom becomes fulfilled. Scary stuff.

I remember waking terrified many times in my childhood running and running away from people or monsters or who knows what chasing me, coming closer and closer and I just couldn’t hide well enough or run fast enough. 

What has frightened you as you slept, I wonder.

The fears and darkness of our dreams shocks us into seeing our own darkness, our shadow if you like. 

I’ve been reading this book called ‘Dreams, God’s forgotten language’. The author claims<
 “More than anything else our dreams are concerned with the problem of opposites. As we understand the depths of the opposites within us, and how torn and divided we are between the various sides of ourselves which all make demands upon us, then it can be a very frightening journey. Our dreams show us that the darker, weaker part of our personality also has an important role to play in the drama of our wholeness.”
A competent confident woman was telling me recently about dreams in which she was driven somewhere she didn’t want to go, in the dark – in one she was literally driving backwards. That’s brilliant, a fabulous metaphor for our shadow side – being driven where we don’t want to go in the dark. 
So that’s my question for you – what do the fears in your dreams tell you about the bits of you that you don’t really like that much? Who are you afraid of becoming? What stirs in you or drags you down or hunts you that is simply not the topic of polite conversation?

The thing is, we assume that God hates that in us, because we know that God is light and goodness and love and peace … so what do we do with the darkness and the ugliness and the fear and violence within us? They come out in our dreaming when we can no longer push them away.

Let’s hear again John 3 16 and following …

16 For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life. 17 For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through him. 18 Whoever believes in him is not condemned, … whoever lives by the truth comes into the light.”
We who are in Christ have invited God into our lives, into our hearts and minds … and that includes the shadowy corners of our unconsciousness that emerge only when we sleep. We who are in Christ have agreed to listen out for the voice of God, wherever, whenever, however he communicates with us. God knows us and accepts us, forgives us and loves us far far more than we do ourselves! 

As John Sanford claims in this book of mine, “God is the inner source of our life and energies, the one who speaks through our dreams, our relationships, and the events of our life. Behind all of that which we fear from our unconscious world there is a great love; a love which pours fourth out of our own soul, a love intense and demanding.”

Do not fear the dark. Do not be confused by your dreams. Trust that God is at work and alive even there. God’s dream speech doesn’t make much sense to our rational brains, not as clear as a Bible study or as nice as a word of thanks from a friend. It is the language of symbols. It is entwined in a chaos of memories and emotions. It easily flips into fears. But it is part of who you are. Part of being human. Part of God’s ongoing work in you. It’s OK to dream.

To finish, then, a very dream-like verse, Psalm 68:13

Even while you sleep among the sheep pens,
    the wings of my dove are sheathed with silver,
    its feathers with shining gold.”
May you know the touch of God’s shining feathers as you sleep and as you wake.

We are now going to stay seated and sing some songs of prayer and worship
