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Paul McCartney woke up one morning in 1965  
with a tune running through his head.  
He’d been dreaming about the melody.  
As soon as he was fully awake,  
he sat down at his piano and quickly played it,  
while it was still fresh in his mind.  
It was all there, fully formed, from beginning to end. 
 
He couldn’t remember where he’d heard that tune,  
but he thought he surely must’ve heard it SOMEWHERE.  
Over the next month, he played the tune for a number of people,  
asking them whether they’d heard it before.  
No one had.  
 
He was still mystified,  
but he thought that if no one claimed after a few weeks,  
then he could keep it.  
No one did.  
So he and John Lennon sat down and wrote some lyrics for it.  
 
That song was Yesterday,  
and it went on to become one of the best-loved songs in popular culture.  
More than 2,000 different artists have recorded their own versions of 
Yesterday.  
It was voted the Best Song of the 20th century in a 1999 BBC radio poll,  
and was voted the No. 1 pop song of all time by MTV and Rolling Stone.  
 
So just where did the melody come from?  
 
While you’re pondering that, let me tell you another story.  
It’s about a young man who dreamed he was sledding down a steep 
mountainside,  



going so fast that eventually he approached the speed of light.  
At that moment,  
the stars in his dream changed their appearance in relation to him.  
 
When the young man woke up, he couldn’t shake the dream.  
He thought more and more about what it meant.  
That young man was Albert Einstein.  
And that dream led him to formulate one of the most famous scientific 
theories in history, the principle of relativity. 
 
The history of science and of the arts  
is filled with stories of inventions or songs or discoveries  
that began as a dream.  
Elias Howe, the inventor of the sewing machine,  
couldn’t figure out where the eye of the needle  
ought to be placed  
until he had a dream one night  
about warriors carrying spears  
that were pierced near the head.  
 
Mary Shelley, the author of Frankenstein,  
wrote that book after having a vivid nightmare  
about a corpse being brought back to life.  
 
Frederick Banting won the 1932 Nobel Prize for Medicine  
after he dreamed about a way to treat diabetes with insulin.  
 
Dreams are important. Dreams can change the world.  
 
Certainly dreams appear in lots of Bible stories.  
Jacob had his famous dream about a ladder reaching to heaven.  
In the Old Testament, Jacob’s son Joseph was renowned for his dreams,  
and for his ability to interpret dreams.  
The Magi were warned in a dream to avoid Herod and to go home another 
way. 
 
And, of course, we have the story we heard this morning of Joseph’s dream,  
in which an angel assured him  
that the child that Mary was carrying  
was of the Holy Spirit,  



and told him that the child should be named Jesus.  
Has there ever, in all of human history,  
been a dream with more profound consequences?  
I don’t think so.  
 
The Old Testament scholar Walter Breuggemann  
points out that all the dreams in Scripture have something in common.  
They represent the intrusion of God into a settled world –  
an unbidden communication  
that comes in the dark of night  
that opens sleepers to a world  
different from the one they inhabit during the day.  
This generates a sort of restlessness with the way things are  
until the vision or the dream comes to fruition. 1   
 
And so it is with Joseph.  
He’s confused and scared,  
and he wants to do what’s right.  
The law tells him one thing.  
By law, he could have Mary stoned to death.  
That’s the punishment for women who have sex before they’re married,  
and it’s straight out of Deuteronomy. 2 
That’s the world Joseph lives in.  
You can almost hear the Biblical fundamentalists of Joseph’s day  
demanding such a response,  
if for no other reason than to show how very faithful they are to Scripture  
and how highly they regard the sanctity of the family.  
 
But even before his dream, Joseph shows he’s no fundamentalist.  
He prefers mercy to sacrifice.  
He’s not going to publicly shame Mary,  
no matter what the law says needs to happen.  
But the thought of actually going through with the marriage  
apparently didn’t occur to him. 
 
Then he has this dream, and he is changed.  

                                                
1 Walter Brueggemann, “The Power of Dreams in the Bible,” Christian Century, June 28, 
2005, 28-31.  
2 Deuteronomy 22:21 



Where once he was prepared to set Mary aside and go his own way,  
because of his dream, he discovers his purpose in life:  
It is to protect Mary and the child.  
It is to embrace her pregnancy, and to claim the child as his own. 
 
What Joseph does after that is based on love, not law.  
He prioritizes relationships, not rules.  
He trusts that his dream is also God’s dream.  
And Joseph chooses to be faithful  
not to the conventions of the world,  
or to some obscure passage in an ancient text,  
but to what he perceives is in God’s own heart.  
And in doing this, 
 Joseph makes it possible for the Savior of the world  
to come into the world and to have a safe home.  
All because he paid attention to a dream. 
 
You know what I think?  
I think God is still speaking to us through our dreams,  
and through our intuition.  
God still comes to us in those times  
that we are filled with worry about the world in which we live.  
It is at the very moment when we feel we are caught in a culture we no 
longer trust,  
when our problems seem insurmountable,  
when we yearn for something new,  
even as we long for yesterday, when our troubles seemed so far away… 
It is precisely in times like that,  
when we are vulnerable and lost and anxious,  
that God discovers a new way into our hearts.  
 
In our dreams, God frees us from the past  
and pushes us into new life,  
new ways of seeing,  
new ways of understanding. 
 
Who gave Martin Luther King his dream, if not God? 
 
Who hummed a little tune in Paul McCartney’s sleeping ear,  
if not the One who sang the world into creation?  



 
Who opened up the Cosmos’ Book of Secrets to Albert Einstein,  
if not the one who designed it all? 
 
Who planted deep within each heart here this morning  
a yearning, longing for … something more, something better? 
 
It is the same God  
who shares our dreams about new life,  
new starts,  
maybe about things we’re even afraid to name.  
Today, may we all be like Joseph,  
and welcome the incarnate God into our lives.  
Like Joseph, let us ignore the naysayers,  
the hypocrites,  
the fundamentalists and legalists who would crush anything  
that threatens the status quo.   
And like Joseph, let us invite God to help us name our dream,  
embrace it, protect it,  
and claim it as our own.  
 
New light is coming into the world.  
We wait. We watch. We hope.  
Amen 
 


