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MY DREAMS

Last week our guest preacher, John Killinger, told us of some of his dreams. Well, I have three recurring dreams these days, but they are really nightmares.

In one dream I am playing golf with some friends. Playing golf with me during the day can be a nightmare in itself! In my dream, though, my friends tee off and it’s my turn. Since I seldom win honors to hit first, this, too is very close to daytime reality on the golf course for me. I begin to place my tee and ball in the ground, but have difficulty. Sometimes the ground is too hard. Sometimes the tee box becomes a hardwood floor. Sometimes my backswing is hampered by a wall or tree directly behind me. When I look forward, the vast expense of fairway becomes a building with a small doorway or window at the other end. Here I am trying to place a tee and ball on hardwood flooring, finding my backswing limited by a wall, and watching the area where I must hit the ball grow smaller and smaller. 


Another recurring dream for me is that I am running a foot race. Suddenly in the middle of the race I am called over to the side and given another task. One night I was required to sit down and eat a hotdog and then a hamburger while I was very aware that the stopwatch for the race was ticking. The last time I was in this dream, I was summoned during the race to take a SAT test with sharpened pencils. Again, the clock was ticking at the finish line as I took my test. 

Another regular dream for me is that I am in a car, bus, van or boat and I’m driving. Several are in the vehicle with me—some I know and some I don’t. We are going somewhere and I am responsible not only to drive but to navigate even though I don’t know exactly where we are going. 


You might ask me, “Bob, what in the world do you eat at night to cause such strange dreams?” The other day I told Becky my dreams. She is not only my wife but also a pastoral counselor. She said, “The meaning of these dreams seem very obvious, don’t you think?” I agreed. You don’t have to be a counselor to interpret these.


I think all three dreams are telling me the same truth about myself. I’m trying to set goals, to go somewhere with my life, and, because of my pastoral role, I feel responsible for helping you and this church set and meet some goals. That’s what I live and what I dream. As we try to meet our goals, however, obstacles, circumstances and other dynamics threaten our efforts to go where we want to go.

Our nighttime dreams as well as our daytime dreams are important, you know. Here in Virginia many churches have been helped by Bob Dale, a good friend of VBC. Thirty years ago he published To Dream Again. In this book Bob Dale explains that every congregation begins with a dream and then puts that dream into beliefs, goals and structure so that the faith community can live out God’s ministry for that particular location. When churches begin to decline through nostalgia, questioning, polarizing and dropping out, leaders spend their energy discussing beliefs, goals and structure. Dale says that when a church faces decline (as every community will at some time or another), the most important task is to redream the dream which provided the vision for past ministry in the first place. Dreams are important. 
JESUS’ DREAM

Let’s first ask, “What is Jesus’ dream for you, for me and for our church? When asked the question, “Teacher, which commandment in the law is the greatest?” (22:36), Jesus gives his dream: “‘You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.’” and “‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’” (22:27-39). That’s it. It’s so simple: “Just love God and love your neighbor as yourself and everything else will fall into place.” 

The people of that day, as well as the people in our day, took this simple dream and added beliefs, goals, structure, and rules. If you don’t add some concrete action, dreams only float like clouds in the sky. The rabbis counted 613 commands in the Torah. (And we thought we had only ten commandments!) Of these 613, 248 are positive commands and correspond to what they considered the number of parts of the body. They also counted 365 negative commands which correspond to the days of the year. If you laugh at religious leaders who set up hundreds of rules to follow, you have not read Vienna Baptist Church’s Organizational Manual, Employee Manual, Child Protection Guidelines, and a host of other insurance and policy rules. I don’t know if our church has 613, but we have a lot of rules as well. 

A  Pharisee tries to test Jesus with a question: “Of the 613 commands in the Bible, which one is the greatest?”  The question itself is a surprise. Jesus has just affirmed the belief by the Pharisees in the resurrection of the dead (in contrast to the Sadducees who, as verse 17 states, do not believe in life after death). Jesus and the Pharisees have common beliefs, a common heritage, and common biblical texts. The Sadducees do not consider the prophets and writings as scripture, but the Pharisees do. Jesus and the Pharisees are on the same team! This reminds me of disagreements in churches today. Church members fight over budget lines, calendar dates, staff additions, and the color of the carpet. We are on the same team! 

In response, Jesus gives two commands from the Bible. He quotes the basic prayer (the “Shema”) of Deuteronomy 6:5—“You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.”  Every Israelite prayed that verse every day. Then he adds a second command from Leviticus. (Did you ever think anything else was in Leviticus—the law code which gives concrete examples to the simple dream?). Jesus quotes Leviticus 19:18: “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.” 


These two commandments had been combined by the rabbis long before Jesus did it. Although Jesus was not the first to use this quotation of the greatest command, his words form a congruent message with his life. The message of Jesus’ response and his life to the question is clear: “Love God totally, and the love of God is expressed in love towards neighbor and self.”

“On these two commandments hang all the law and the prophets,” (22:40), Jesus says. By Jesus’ time the Hebrew Bible had been established with the five books of the Torah and the prophetic writings. The other writings such as Psalms, Proverbs, Chronicles and other books were being used at the time but this list of books, which became a third section called “Writings,” was not finalized until about 60 years after the death of Jesus. 


All the writings of the law and the prophets—the two completed parts of the Hebrew Bible at that time—hang. Literally, the law and the prophets hang (krematai) like a door on these hinges—these two love commandments. Without these two hinges the door of laws would not be able to stand. These two commands are not the summary of the law as much as the key to interpret the rest of the Bible. 


We Baptists also have a key upon which all interpretation of Scripture hangs. We affirm in the 1963 Baptist Faith and Message, “The criterion by which the Bible is to be interpreted is Jesus Christ.” To interpret all of Scripture we look through the life and ministry of Jesus. This Jesus gives us a concise guide. I think it is his dream for you, for me and for the church: Love God and love your neighbor as yourself. 

He is not saying, “Love God first and then, when you finally achieve that, start loving others.” And he is not saying, “Love others first and then start loving God.” We need both hinges on the door. Jesus’ dream is for us not to feel like loving or to intend to love, but to decide to act lovingly toward God and toward others. To love God is to love what God loves (everything) and to love the way God loves (unconditional love, unmerited love, undeserved love). 

That’s why we have a cross for a symbol of our faith. The cross is anchored in the ground and points vertically to the sky to symbolize our love toward the Lord who is above us and beyond us. And we also have a horizontal beam to symbolize our love toward one another. It takes both beams—vertical and horizontal—to fashion a cross and it takes both actions of love—toward the Lord and toward others as well as ourselves—to follow Jesus’ dream for us. 
TO DREAM AGAIN

Are you at a point in your life where you seem to be spinning your wheels and not going anywhere? Do you have dreams of golf fairways narrowing, of obstacles and circumstances keeping you from running your best race called “life,” or of driving a vehicle with no idea where you are supposed to be going? Do you have these dreams about your faith community as well?

I think it’s time for each of us to redream the dream. You can rearrange your schedule, list your beliefs, or develop some new rules to live by, but that will not be enough. You need to go back to the vision for your life and ask, “What is Jesus’ dream for my life? How am I loving God and loving others?” Only then can you consider your schedule, your beliefs or your rules to follow. 

Any community has the same task. Before we work on schedule, beliefs, or organizational structure, we need to name Jesus’ dream for us as a community. Jesus’ dream for every church is to love God and love our neighbors. In other words, we are to model the cross with vertical love and horizontal love. Without love, the Apostle Paul says, our actions are like a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal (1 Corinthians 13:1). 


Paul writes to those first Christians in Thessalonica, “But we were gentle among you, like a nurse tenderly caring for her own children. So deeply do we care for you that we are determined to share with you not only the gospel of God but also our own selves, because you have become very dear to us” (1 Thessalonians 2:7b-8). The mission of every church is to do more than present facts about God or about faith. Beliefs are important, but they are not the dream. We are to love others like a wet nurse feeds and embraces an infant with the milk of her breast. This image is Jesus’ dream for Vienna Baptist Church as we minister to love God and love others.  

I have another recurring dream, but after this one I wake up smiling. I’ve had this dream for over 30 years now. I’m running a foot race. The sky is blue, the temperature is comfortable, and I am gliding along. My feet feel very light and I am able to accelerate at will. I don’t know who wins the race of my dream, but I know I am doing my very best. I wake up some Saturdays and discover my dream has become a reality; for on race day the sky is blue, the temperature is comfortable, I glide along, my feet feel light, and I can accelerate at will. Sometimes dreams come true. I hope this dream comes true in three weeks at the Richmond Marathon. 


I hope Jesus’ dream comes through for my personal goal of loving God and loving others in my life and in my ministry. I hope this is the dream that will begin how today you develop goals and objectives for your life. 

My prayer for the life of Vienna Baptist Church is Jesus’ dream that we will be like a loving nurse feeding her baby with our own selves. When we redream the dream, we will be able to declare God’s vision for our church and develop goals and objectives to put that dream into action as we glide into ministry. Let’s dream again.
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