Pentecost 5A 2011
(Matthew 13:24-30, 36-43)

Genesis 28:10-19a

“Row, row, row your boat gently down the stream. Merrily, merrily, merrily, merrily, life is but………….but a what?............but a dream.” Yes, but a dream.
“Drea-ea-ea-ea-eam, dream, dream, dream
Drea-ea-ea-ea-eam, dream, dream, dream
When I want you in my arms
When I want you and all your charms
Whenever I want you, all I have to do is
Drea-ea-ea-ea-eam, dream, dream, dream (All I Have To Do is Dream, The Everly Brothers, 1958)

“Our revels now are ended. These our actors,
As I foretold you, were all spirits, and
Are melted into air, into thin air:
And like the baseless fabric of this vision,
The cloud-capp'd tow'rs, the gorgeous palaces,
The solemn temples, the great globe itself,
Yea, all which it inherit, shall dissolve,
And, like this insubstantial pageant faded,
Leave not a rack behind. We are such stuff
As dreams are made on; and our little life
Is rounded with a sleep.” (The Tempest Act 4, scene 1, 148-158)

Excursus:[Anticipating his daughter's wedding to the Prince of Naples, Prospero has staged a short entertainment, with spirits taking the parts of Roman gods. But he abruptly cuts the fun short when he remembers some pressing business. He tries to calm the startled couple by explaining, somewhat off the point, that the "revels" (performance) they've witnessed were simply an illusion, bound sooner or later to melt into "thin air"—a phrase he coins.

Prospero's metaphor applies not just to the pageant he's created on his fictional island, but also to the pageant Shakespeare presents in his Globe Theater—the "great globe itself." Dramatic illusion in turn becomes a metaphor for the "real" world outside the Globe, which is equally fleeting. Towers, palaces, temples, the Globe theater, the Earth—all will crumble and dissolve, leaving not even a wisp of cloud (a "rack") behind. Prospero's "pageant" is the innermost Chinese box: a play within a play (The Tempest) within a play (the so-called "real" world)]
Shakespeare seems to be saying merrily, merrily, merrily, merrily, life is but a dream, and “our little life" is like a brief dream in some divine mind, "rounded with a sleep"—that is, either "surrounded" by sleep or "rounded off" (completed) by sleep. Shakespeare through Prospero seems to mean that when we die, we awake from the dream of life into true reality—or at least into a truer dream.

When our son was six or seven years old, he went through a brief phase of having nightmares. He used to dream that there were birds in his bed. He would awaken in the night frightened. As we took shifts laying down next to him until he fell asleep, I often wished as I lay my head right next to his that I had the ability to enter into his dream and standing beside him help slay the monsters and fears that plagued him. As real as dreams may seem, we all know that they can’t hurt us.
However, prior to the advent of modern psychology people did believe that dreams could hurt us. People believed that dreams permitted entry into an alternative life. And in this life spirits, ghosts, angels and God spoke to us. Dreams permitted news that life blocked out. With our guard down dreams spoke to us, warned us, and predicted things often times about very important factors. For Jacob his dream offered a presentation of an alternative future with God which his wakeful world of fear, terror and loneliness did not. 
The dream is most often referred to as Jacob’s Ladder because it begins with a ladder (more than likely a ramp like that of a ziggurat) extending from earth to heaven. The intent is that Earth is not left to its own resources and heaven is not a remote self-contained realm of the gods. Heaven and Earth work in unison.

However, the ladder does not stand alone. The ladder is enlivened with the presence of angels ascending and descending. I don’t want to go into this today, but this reference to angels coming and going has given mountains of support to people’s vision and experience of angels today. In this past year’s Lenten series, I spoke a lot about angel visitations and many of you shared personal experiences especially surrounding the events of a loved one’s death. Angels are something we need to talk about some more.
Well, if witnessing angels isn’t enough, Jacob then turns and God, Godself, is standing beside him and speaks to him. And this is the central part of the story. God comes where God is not anticipated. Jacob is out in the deserted wilderness by himself. God comes uninvited. God comes to a guy who has tricked his father, cheated his brother out of his inheritance and has been a selfish scoundrel. In addition, he (Jacob) has had no use for the Lord God of his father Isaac. And yet, God comes to him. God comes to he who is representative of the very weeds that Jesus in our gospel parable today describes. These are the same weeds whom Jesus says some day will receive God’s punishment. And yet, it is he, the scoundrel, the problem person, the bad one, whom God chooses to visit personally. Jacob in a dream has a personal encounter with God. 

And it wasn’t Holy Hell that God gave but Holy Heaven. God tells Jacob three things. God first tells him, “I am with you.” Stunning considering prior to this Jacob wanted nothing to do with God. However, it is assuring to all of us who doubt God’s active presence in life or who question many of the Church’s religious and moral teachings. “I am with you,” assures God. “I will accompany you always. I will never abandon you no matter what you do.” This is really good news.
God then promises, “I will keep you.” The word presents the image of a shepherd who will protect Jacob. It is the good shepherd who cares for all and yet leaves the 99 sheep to find the one lost sheep. The promise refutes the notion that we are left alone to our own resources.

And finally, God promises to end Jacob’s exile. This speaks to many of us who feel displaced from friends, family and loved ones. God mends our broken relationships.

These promises come to Jacob in a dream, but his response occurs in his wakefulness. Jacob finds the world of the dream more convincing than his old world of fear and guilt. Like Paul later on, Jacob is sure “that neither death, nor life, nor angels nor principalities, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God.”

Thus is the story of Jacob’s ladder, but like the popular child’ toy by the same name, there is a flip side to the story. And it is this. I have always been under the impression and preached that God is present in every day life. God is incarnationally present. That is, God expresses Godself in and through people and things and occurrences every picosecond of every day of each of our lives. As I have said nearly every Sunday, God lives and moves and has God’s being in the blood, the guts and the beer of mundane normal life------each of our lives. Thus, it simply comes down to us being willing to see God’s hand in the world about us. It is in getting that phone call from an unexpected loved one at just the right time. It is in someone letting you go first in the grocery line when you have one item and they have a cargo ship full of items. It is in a child’s giggle. We simply need be open to it and begin to see it. But this story says something different. This story states that there are times when God specifically enters into certain persons lives uninvited and unsought after. Regardless of whether some people need it or not, it means that God doesn’t distribute God’s presence evenly. God chooses to visit Jacob but not his brother Esau. God may choose to encounter you in a revelatory way but not me. This comes mighty close, in my thinking, to saying God chooses some but not others. Some people get more of God than do others by virtue of God’s own choosing.
This is the very thing that annoys me about some people and church communities. It makes for inequality. I like it when God is available to all. God offers and we respond. And the more we respond, then the more God and we develop in relationship. How can God give faith to some but not to others? If Jacob did absolutely nothing to deserve this encounter with God, then how come you or I can’t have a similar encounter? If this is all God’s choosing, how come God hasn’t chosen me for a special revelation or close encounter of the third kind? And to take this out of the realm of theology for a moment, isn’t this a big issue in our society and culture? Don’t we believe that those who happened to have not been born in Beverly Hills and thus given certain advantages STILL have the right to an equal education as those who were given so much by virtue of their birthright? Isn’t this kind of the nut of the entire have and have nots debate? And isn’t the Church on the side of the have nots? If so, then how can we believe in a God who willy-nilly chooses to disperse favor to some but not others?

Well, this has always been my argument. I have never been comfortable with special revelations for some but not others. I have never been comfortable with an independent God, I guess, who gets to choose to do as God so sees fit. I have never been comfortable with this until I encountered Jacob and his dream.

You see, my issue isn’t really with a God who chooses to love and care for us where God decides it is needed. Deep down my issue is in accepting that some things can only be received as a gift in life. And no matter how hard we try to obtain them, no matter how much we think we deserve them, we just can’t get there from here. One of these things is love in general and another is the love of God in particular. 
As we all learned as teenagers (or for those teens here today you will learn) is that you can’t make someone love you. It doesn’t matter how hard you try; you can’t do it. Every one of us knows the heartbreak of unrequited love.

One of the hardest lessons of all in life is to accept that some things cannot be earned or obtained but only received. This is hard because this means some things are out of our control. Some people never know love in life because no one has ever loved them just for them. And I guess this is the part I don’t like. I don’t like not being in control. I don’t like wanting and not receiving. Despite the fact of being loved and cared for by three adults in my childhood and given just about anything I ever wanted, I never learned how to receive a gift. 
Thus, it seems to me that the gift Jacob receives and then passes on to us is the gift of accepting that which can only be received by virtue of it having been given to us.

At the end of the movie, The Maltese Falcon, Humphrey Bogart, as private eye Sam Spade, points to a gun, $1,000 in cash and the fake Maltese falcon statue as says (misquoting Shakespeare), “This is the stuff that dreams are made of.” What he means is that people dream of wealth and owning valuable objects, but the falcon, as are other things in life, is worthless. But we still dream about them.

Jacob has another kind of dream. He dreams of God who enters into creation to love and protect us. And this cannot be purchased or acquired no matter how hard we try, no matter how many Bible verses we memorize or food to the homeless we provide. God’s love can only be received by grace granted by God. Now, it is of this that dreams are made on.
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